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let alone spell. They dance and giggle and strut around the dance floor, moving 
skilfully to local house beats, the imported cosmopolitan sounds of London mixed 
with a hint of Gugulethu, to mask the victory of cultural imperialism. This is the 
new resistance politics. I inhale the sweet, horny smells of booze and cigarettes and 
sweat and hormones and youth and promise and life ... the intoxicating aroma of 
the new south Africa [sic]. I sit in a corner, making love to a bottle of Castle while 
scanning the room. For sex. For escapism. I choose my strategy. I try hard to look 
‘upwardly mobile’ ... yet chilled. The popular look seems to say “I'm-an-assistant- 
MD-but-have-loxion-kulca-flowing-through-my-soul”. I realise I am screwed. (Or 
rather I won't be.) Pm not darkie enough to ooze even an ounce of loxion kulca 
through my coloured veins. I'm not rich enough to ooze assistant-MD. I’m not 
scrawny enough to masquerade the lie of ‘youthful innocence. How did I sneak past 
the doorman? It must have been my coconut twang, I guess - but that brand seems 
so last year, as stale as the “I-spent-a-gap-year-in-London” gag. (McKaiser n.pag) 


The protagonist depicts the pretension of affluence with ‘funk-indicating 
labels, gay men and women who affect a foreign ‘twang’ and like to display 
their collection of foreign clothes and other luxuries so as to be accepted into 
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the gay scene. The speaker’s ‘invisible’ quality reveals a positional identity as 
it (once again) ‘enables me to see myself there where I am absent’ (Foucault 
1986, 24). The London-Gugulethu mix is less an intercultural space than one 
of class division, a world that is far removed from the South African townships 
and a million miles away from most villages in Nigeria and Kenya. But this 
world is real to many middle-class writers. In this new century, as in the last, 
class remains a very important factor in literature’s representation of queer 
African life, because what literature is imitating is the fact that class embodies 
the experience of most African writers, with a middle-class queer experience 
that is manifesting itself overwhelmingly in the new media space to create 
its form of ‘cultural imperialism’ - which is paradoxically indistinguishable 
from ‘resistance politics. Stevi Jackson points out: “Morality and taste are 
implicated in the maintenance of class boundaries’ (17). As capital has 
bestowed on middle-class writers the opportunity of modern education and 
the affordability of the internet, the social relationships that these fictional 
queer characters form online somewhat resemble the literary networks that 
writers themselves belong to in cyberspace. 

Rarely do we see fictional narratives or poems that capture the experience 
of African homosexuals who live in rural areas, or who are struggling to 
make ends meet in urban areas. Instead, fictional gay characters, like real-life 
writers, are often affluent, educated and socially mobile. A global middle- 
class identity is thus projected as the norm for non-straight Africans, in 
a continent in which many are indigent. Digital capital is becoming the 
cultural capital. It contributes to creating ‘counter-sites, a kind of effectively 
enacted utopia in which the real sites, all the other real sites that can be 
found within the culture, are simultaneously represented, contested, and 
inverted’ (Foucault 1986, 24). 

The protagonist in Shades of the New South Africa expresses frustration at 
the limited pool of lovers, and tells us that he is used to ‘being spoiled by choice 
gay hangouts on Christopher Street in New York and Old Compton Street in 
Londor (McKaiser n.pag). We hear his complaint because he has the financial 
capability to enter the gay metropolises, as both the character and the writer 
who created him come from the same world - that of the professional African 
middle class. Furthermore, these short stories in the new media space confirm 
Robert Cover’s assertion that the relationship between capital and labour is 
linked to both same-sex desire and homophobia. Through these fictions, we see 
the way that capitalism leads to social exclusion for many Africans, in this case 
lower-class queers, who cannot afford travel to gay hangouts, pay for internet 
dating or nightclubbing and who, due to lack of capital, are therefore excluded 
from many queer activities. The media space functions as a Foucaultian mirror 
between a utopia and the heterotopia that thrives on its distance from and its 
marginalising energy against queer existence among the lower classes. 
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Cyberspace is a construct of both reality and fiction. As Michelle Kendrick 
argues, it ‘foregrounds the ways in which technology intervenes in our 
subjectivity’ (143). The urban gay lifestyle is no different from the lifestyle that 
middle-class straight characters lead in the fictional narratives being produced 
by some of Africas notable transnational literary figures such as Chimamanda 
Adichie and Teju Cole - they are immersed in smartphones, bling, popular 
music and digital connectivity. Just as these writers spend much of their time in 
the metropolitan spaces of Lagos and New York, so do the fictional characters 
they give us. The world of the fictional African queer characters used in this 
chapter appears to be that of CNN, the music of the American R&B singer R. 
Kelly, physically fit gay lovers, and luxurious hotel rooms in Abuja and Cape 
Town - expensive cities both of them. And since affordability equals accessibility, 
a subscription to Gaydar.com and high-end drinks in a trendy Cape Town gay 
bar may well be beyond the reach of many gays and lesbians who are less well 
off. The affluent lifestyle in conjunction with the expensive mobile phones that 
these fictional characters often carry as emblems in these online short stories 
represents the way in which many middle-class Africans are part of the global 
capitalist system, as people who possess cultural and economic capital. These 
elements symbolise the transnational and globalised identity of many queer 
members of this social group as well. 


Coming Out in the Digital Age 


The idea of ‘coming out’ in the twenty-first century in an African context can 
arguably best be understood if we look into, read and theorise the digital age. 
Online writings are suggesting that many young gay Africans choose to ‘come 
out’ through the internet, because it is safer and allows for more anonymity 
compared to the offline space. Coming out is to risk being subjected to violence. 
In the physical space, ‘corrective rape’ is used by some African men to ‘cure’ 
woman who come out as lesbians (see, for example, Pumza Fihlani). Literature 
in the online space indicates men can also be victims of corrective rape. In the 
online short story Two-Step Skip by the Nigerian author Crispin Oduobuk- 
Mfon Abasi, written for Outliers, the sexual violation of the male, gay narrator 
becomes a means of punishing that which is seen as un-African. 

The protagonist in Two-Step Skip is a young up-and-coming Nigerian 
journalist. Trying to avoid the danger and the social stigma of looking for a male 
lover in the physical space of Abuja, Nigeria, he decides to try internet dating. 
Through the popular gay dating website, Gaydar.com, he meets a man, who he 
secretly meets for the first time in a hotel suite. Through this story we see another 
way in which the online space can pose a danger for a gay person. That danger is 
manifested in the fact that the protagonist is lured from the safe environment of 
cyberspace into the physical space by a man who is using a fake name, ‘Dave, and 
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who ends up raping the narrator. As will be subsequently discussed, the rape of 
the narrator shows us how otherness is lived, embodied, represented, experienced 
and transgressed in contemporary Africa. Relishing the prospect that internet 
dating will be more liberating and safer than meeting men in the physical space, 
the protagonist enthuses: ‘why should I bring the mysterious too close? There's 
a degree of safety in arms-length. So when I’m done, I do a little happy two-step 
skip; once again a child out to buy sweets and chewing gum and looking forward 
to savouring their sugary sweetness’ (Abasi 11). 

The protagonist's experience symbolises the loneliness of being gay or lesbian 
in Nigeria. It also echoes the lamentation of ‘Sometimes I feel like a motherless 
child, which Joe Golder utters in Wole Soyinka’s The Interpreters. And just as in 
the era when The Interpreters was written, the world inhabited by gay and lesbian 
characters in many of these new online fictions is one of alienation. Alienation is 
derived from the Latin alius meaning ‘another’ and dienatus meaning ‘estranged. 
According to Kolawole Ogungbesan, Hegel sees alienations as ‘a characteristic 
feature of the modern man, his sense of inward estrangements, of more or less 
conscious awareness that the inner being, the “real,” is alienated from the “me,” 
the person as an object in society’ (206). 

Like his rapist, the protagonist is a closeted gay man, and he tells us that: 


Several people I know, including my girl and co-workers, question my sexuality 
sometimes because, braided hair and ladylike clothes apart, I’m one of those men 
born with very noticeable feminine traits. My colleagues often tease me about my 
voice and gestures. I’ve even overheard some call me Dan Daudu, the northern 
derogatory term for a gay sex worker. Okay, so I too have sometimes wondered 
about myself. Its why I registered with Gaydar. In meeting Dave, I’ve come for an 
evening of intelligent conversation on art, politics, and, well, okay, gay issues as well. 
I guess at some level it can be said that I’m exploring. Perhaps even experimenting, 
though this truly is a mysterious world to me. (Abasi 13) 


We see gay characters constantly described as un-African because of their 
sexuality, and in the process we see estrangement, unease and friction in the 
physical space, which is driving them to cyberspace in the first place. The 
protagonist chats up men online, but he is forced to meet them secretly in the 
physical space. He tries to not incur the wrath of the contemporary society's 
homophobia and informs us “That way, I two-step skip the security system’ (12). 
Desire is expressed openly in the online space, and experienced secretly - as 
a shadow - in the offline space. The people in the narrator’s life suspect his 
homosexuality but have chosen not to take this possibility seriously; instead they 
jokingly tag him a ‘Dan Daudu. Thus, the Nigerian society is also in the closet. 
Maintaining the front of having a girlfriend in the offline space while seeking 
a boyfriend in the digital space not only speaks to a crossing of boundaries, 
but to the ‘down low’ phenomenon, which Keith Boykin suggests is common 
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with African-American gay men, who sleep with men (who they often meet 
online) while officially dating a female partner because of their community’s 
homophobia. This is a Nigerian version of the ‘down low. 

When, in the story, Dave remarks that the narrator speaks and looks like a 
girl, the narrator confirms his desire to be a girl. He tells us that ‘Td shown him 
my pictures on the net and had explained that I wished more than anything else 
that Td been born a girl’ (Abasi 13). He tells us about the look people give him 
when he acts like a woman as “That look I get every day. The one which says, 
He must be gay!’ (11). Here the internet also serves as a site for gender desire. At 
the root of the narrator’s desire to fit into the contemporary gender normative 
in his online dating profile is the offline heteronormativity, a result of colonial 
modernity. It demands that a man must sound and act like a man, otherwise 
he can neither be considered a man nor a woman. People who do not fit into 
this man—woman binary can become a spectre, an invisible being which history 
refuses to place or acknowledge. 

Two-Step Skips ‘coming out’ narrative speaks to the role which the internet 
can play in the discovery of the ‘real’ self for many young Africans who have 
access to the internet via mobile phones. Both the protagonist and his rapist use 
Gaydar.com because of the promise that online dating holds for those gays and 
lesbians who can afford online dating subscriptions. The digital space is arguably 
becoming the space for gay and lesbian Africans to meet fellow Africans for 
either sex or a secret relationship. The protagonists view of online dating as 
a site of queer enlightenment and experimentation confirms Mary Bryson’s 
argument that cyberspace can be ‘a powerful tool for learning to be, or perhaps 
more specifically, to do, queer’ (85). 

The chat room of Gaydar.com is a site for the outing of the queer self and 
this corroborates the argument that gender is an act of performance (see Annie 
Hau-nung Chan). The social interaction between the protagonist and Dave 
alludes to the fact that the internet chat is a prelude to dating, which is an 
essential element of the twenty-first century narrative discourse. It depicts how 
the ‘self’ connects with like-minded people in this new media age. Clifford 
Geertz points out that internet chat rooms make for ‘metasocial commentary ... 
a story they tell themselves about themselves” (quoted in Islam 82). For the 
characters in Two-Step Skip, a chatroom such as Gaydar.com not only enables 
real-time interactions between queer Africans, it is also a space for self- 
discovery and self-presentation as members can explore their queer side, which 
society's homophobia has suppressed. In Two-Step Skip, the narrator makes a 
point that ‘there's a degree of safety in arms-length’ (Abasi 11), so the chatroom 
in this story is space for African queers to keep their coming out strictly to 
the confines of online space. Being able to express their fear and experience 
of victimisation in chatrooms such as Gaydar.com, reflects the liberty queer 
Africans think a chatroom affords. A chatroom can then be seen as a community 
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whose modes of operation differ greatly from that of an offline community, and 
as an online community, communication is not just between two people - as 
in Instant Messaging (IM) services - a chatroom may have several members 
communicating simultaneously in real time. Each member has a username 
and a profile, which they use to tell others who they are and what exactly they 
are looking for. Such self-presentation may be based on the truth and trust, 
such as in the case of the protagonist, while others may present falsehoods to 
unsuspecting members of a chatroom, such as in the case of Dave. 

Dave has not experienced gay sex before, and he is a self-loathing gay 
character. His twin brother, who Dave, in online chats with the protagonist, 
has described as ‘the most enviable man alive for being successful with women 
(13), turns out to be gay, and he is the object of Dave’s homophobic rage. Dave's 
self-loathing is born out of his cowardice - his lack of courage to proclaim 
his sexuality in the physical space. Because of the heteronormative patriarchy 
of the ‘real’ world, he instead restricts himself to avowing his queer desire in 
cyberspace. Dave thus represents the authoritative and hypocritical figure in 
the ‘real’ world, who while publicly condemning homosexuality as corrupting 
social mores, is secretly a closeted homosexual. His anger, which results in 
sexual violence, is arguably the consequence of pent-up shame and sorrow. 

Monica T. Whitty encourages researchers interested in cyber-flirting to look 
at how online daters choose to reconstruct the body in cyberspace. In the online 
space, the narrator tells us, Dave ‘is usually chatty and funny, eager to share 
anecdotes about his work and family, but in the physical space he is ‘bland, 
‘inane, and ‘unsophisticated’ (13). Dave’s screen persona or avatar represents a 
certain image of his homosexual self in the virtual world. Monica T. Whitty and 
Tom Buchanan argue that the name that online daters choose is an important 
factor in drawing people to their profiles as screen names are assumed by other 
punters as the initial window into one’s online and offline personality. Although 
some Nigerians have Western names in real life, Dave is a generic Western 
name that is supposed to sound neutral and worldly, and it bears no affiliation 
to any ethnic groups in Nigeria, except to suggest that the bearer is likely to be a 
Christian. Dave is thus a reassuring screen name that the would-be rapist adopts 
online in order to lure in his victim. An analysis of the figure of Dave is pivotal 
in order to understand the reality in which the queer African body is being 
consistently violated in silence, with no one to offer support and no possibility 
of legal recourse or justice. Two-Step Skip resembles a true-life story, ‘Scammers 
Targeting Gay Men in Ghana, told by Sokari Ekine, the publisher of the queer 
blog Black Looks, about gay-baiting. She reveals that the emerging gay websites 
in Kenya and Ghana ‘are being used to trap’ gays by men posting fake dating 
profiles, who lure the ‘real’ gay men from online chat rooms to isolated offline 
spaces with promises of sex. The article tells us that the gay men ‘are then either 
blackmailed or assaulted by the “fake gays” (n.pag). The charming Dave who 
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initially chatted with the protagonist on Gaydar.com is arguably the ‘real’ Dave, 
while Dave the rapist, in the offline space of Abuja, is a by-product of society's 
imposition, of the community that demands wife, children and toughness from 
a man. As he rapes the protagonist, Dave mocks the protagonist's effeminate 
build and clothing: “You're just like a woman! Look at your face! See your red 
lips. Did you use lipstick?’ (14). Through this combination of ridicule and sexual 
violence, Dave is trying to prove to the ‘real’ world that he is the opposite of 
the weak ‘un-African’ gay men who inhabits the digital space. Dave’s mocking 
testifies to a postcolonial Africas physical, affective and ideological concept of 
manhood. The sexual violence visited on the protagonist symbolises the fight- 
back by the heteronormative society against the coming out of queerness. While 
the rape of women (lesbian and straight) in wars and in domestic environments 
has been well documented around the world, the rape of gay men such as the 
fictional protagonist in Two-Step Skip stands as a reminder of the unreported 
sexual violence visited on gay men every day, not just on the continent of Africa, 
but on every continent across the globe. In the digital age, as Sokari Ekine shows 
on Black Looks, these men are likely to have met their rapists and may have 
forged a relationship with them through internet dating. Many religious leaders 
in Africa have voiced support for sexual violence against homosexuals (see 
Neville Hoad) and they encourage rape as a tool to try and keep societal order. 
The queer African body as represented by the protagonist in Two-Step Skip, in 
both the online and offline spaces, is a site for religious and neocolonial violence. 
It is an example of how many young African writers are using the experience 
of queer characters to portray the collective dangers posed by individuals who 
take it on themselves to execute the views of society and those in positions of 
authority. Dave in his rapist rage embodies the heterosexual middle class and an 
educated African male’s determination to remain in control of Africa's destiny, 
and he carries out this agenda by forcing himself on the protagonist. 

After he fights his rapist into a comatose state, the protagonist walks back 
into the real world as a queer Nigerian with spectral status, as an unreal man. 
Traumatised but still forced into silence by the heteromasculinity of the 
outside world, he will be able to tell his story only in cyberspace. Again, we 
see the queer person as the ‘loner’ the person who has no shoulder to cry on 
in the physical space and who remains a spectre haunting the postcolonial 
history. The protagonist’s experience in that hotel room symbolises a re- 
enforcement of the culture of silence that currently surrounds queer bodies 
and identities in the physical space. Abrahams points out that such silence 
does not benefit the queer community, since people are getting raped whether 
they remain silent or speak out. The internet and the digital space provide 
the queer figure with the chance to emerge from the shadow of African 
history. Cyberspace is not only becoming a space for affirming African 
queer identity but also the space for the outing of repressed memories for 
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marginalised bodies. From here queer activists, along with writers and 
theorists of different sexual persuasions, can go on to tell the queer story 
in both the virtual and physical spaces of Africa. 


Queer African Bodies and Global Capital 


African literature in the digital writing space gives us an insight into the way 
global market forces operate within the continent. The short stories and poems on 
African homosexuality show us is that there is a connection between the capitalist 
metropolis, national capitalism and African queer culture in the twenty-first 
century, notably enhanced by the new tools of globalisation of which the internet 
is an important part. In cyberspace, the queer African body simultaneously reveals 
and signifies the obscenity of materialism and exploitation. 

Some of the new online writings suggest that there might not be a space for 
queer expression within this capitalist desire. The protagonist in Two-Step Skip 
tells us that he risks becoming a persona non grata within his wealthy circle of 
friends and clientele if it is confirmed that he is gay. In a more radical reading, 
the rape of the narrator in Two-Step Skip is a metaphor for the continuous 
exploitation of Africans by global capital. Robert Cover argues that queerness 
is often affected by the agenda of ‘late capitalism. Through Dave, we see how 
emerging queer texts are suggesting that by supporting violence against the 
homosexual person, those in position of power in Africa are carrying out 
a capitalist agenda, one that seeks orderliness and the rule of law as being 
conducive to national growth and development. Homosexual bodies signify 
the unpredictability of the African market to foreign investors. African thinkers 
such as Keguro Macharia and Wambui Mwangi (‘Koroga: Another African 
Story’) and Binyavanga Wainaina (‘How to Write About Africa’) have shown 
that to some foreign businesses, Africa is a hypermasculine continent, where 
heteronormativity helps to foster a good atmosphere for business. If this is the 
case, to violently abuse queer Africans, as highlighted in these online fictional 
narratives, is to make a statement against crisis and chaos, thus telling the 
outside world that Africa is open and ready for business. As many of these 
new cybertexts reveal, capitalism weakens the communal spirit of Africa, as the 
twenty-first century African middle classes have to spread across the globe in 
order to attain material wealth. At the same time, as discussed earlier, African 
queer transnationalists seem to fully buy into the allure of ‘funk-indicating 
labels, exclusive gay hangouts, paying in pain and hard cash for fashionably 
skinny and muscled bodies and the latest high-end cell phones. 

From Skipping with Longing to Two-Step Skip, and to Prisoners of the Sky, 
works published with finance from US-based organisations (IRN-Africa 
and City University of New York), the interconnectedness between different 
literary spaces, especially between the metropolitan centres of Africa and 
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North America, has helped advance the cause of gay rights movements in 
postcolonial Africa. Yet literature depicting transnational figures also shows 
the challenges faced by people whom many would deem privileged due 
to the economic and cultural power they have access to. Literature helps to 
undermine the stance of many African national leaders and their followers 
who wrongly perceive homosexuality as being un-African, by bringing to the 
fore nuanced representations of queerness and same-sex desire in an African 
context. Transnational characters who criss-cross these fictional spaces reveal 
the experience that homophobia is not just an African dilemma but is very much 
alive in North America, especially for black queers. For these characters, the 
experience of being different or queer is not mitigated by their being members 
of the global middle classes, as they are not fully accepted in either Africa or 
North America. Despite experiencing marginalisation and discrimination, the 
fictional narratives themselves are engaged in marginalising and discriminatory 
stereotyping: The narratives seem to completely ignore the phenomenon that 
there are working-class Africans who are gays, lesbians, transgender and 
queers. Much of the depiction online and in print centres solely on middle- 
class characters who have the ability to travel between countries in Africa and 
the West, speak European languages and possess the capital to indulge their 
expensive tastes. At the same time, even affluence cannot shield gays from the 
violence that is being inflicted on the queer body in Africa, and online literature 
shows how capitalism and heteronormativity intersect in the exploitation and 
abuse of gay desire. 
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The text is home to thoughts 

and its context the rudder 

steering readers from flaws. 

The text is voice inscribed in cold print, 

Readers with mental tools can decode 

Signs, symbols, & codes within. 

Texts respond to texts, linking 

writers with a past not seen. 

The inter-text, hidden between the lines 

only the alert can bring to live. 
(Koleade Odutola xvii) 


Much of the creative work that came out of the first half of the last century 
looked at alienation and disaffection, which fictional narrators and readers of 
literature regularly blamed on growing urbanisation and the negative effect 
of modernity on young people, especially young women. Nowadays, several 
short stories that are being published in the digital space are still preoccupied 
with the life of urban dwellers and the mannerisms of those who are identified 
with that space. In the twenty-first century, members of the digital public 
who are commenting on these stories are as fascinated by the subject as were 
previous generations. When examining urban settings, I am referring to the 
lived practices and representations through which a variety of spaces are 
constituted within the scope of cities such as Lagos and Nairobi. In this chapter, 
I use creative writings, published over the course of a century across print and 
digital mediums, to historicise the interest - of writers and readers alike - 
in the trope of the modern girl. If we analyse some of the creative writings 
online, we see a continuation of the tradition where texts and images report on 
intimacy. From the precolonial era to the colonial period and to the digital era, 
the African body, as a sexual being, has always been at the centre of political 
discourses, through artistic interventions. The artworks of societies such as 
the ancient Benin and Yoruba (Oyo) kingdoms underlined the intersection of 
sexuality with religion and politics, especially among the ruling classes of that 
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era. Several verses in Odu-Ifa (the Yoruba main theological text) are poems 
that are sexually explicit, with some graphically depicting the pleasure of sex. 
Carvings and statues in many ruling houses include imagery of nudity and 
the erotic. During the Atlantic slave trade, bodily imaginations about African 
sexuality in literary texts and other artistic endeavours were at the centre 
of the dehumanisation of enslaved Africans, and such imaginations fuelled 
colonial discourses. Sylvia Tamale, in “Researching and Theorizing Sexualities 
in Africa, recounts the story of the English explorer Sir Richard Burton, who 
in his travel memoirs published in the 1860s described the women of present 
day’s Benin Republic as ‘hideous, having a ‘muscular development of the 
frame ... femininity could be detected only by the bosom, and ‘taken in 
adultery or too shrewish to live with their husbands’ (23). 

My starting point is that, over the course of a century, discourses around the 
figure of the modern girl are about sexual deviancy and that middle-class writers 
and middle-class readers are central to these narratives. I argue that terms like 
‘Ashewo’ in Nigeria (Yoruba for money-changer) and ‘Malaya’ in Kenya lump 
together women who do not conform to contemporary sexual norms. A woman 
referred to as Ashewo could be a medical doctor who likes sex or who is sexually 
confident, while at the same time, a sex worker is also categorised as Ashewo. In 
1929, the narrator in I.B. Thomas's Itan Igbesi Aiye Emi Segilola Eleyinju, Elegberun 
Oko LAiye, towards the end of his narrative uses the term ‘Ashewo to interpret 
the figure of Segilola. Eighty years later, the narrator in Ashewos Anonymous, 
a short story posted on Facebook by the Nigerian writer and journalist Terna 
Tilley-Gyado, uses the same word to describe their version of modern women. I 
use this conflation to analyse the sexual market and how the figure of the Ashewo 
challenges some of the dominant assumptions relating to the libidinal economy. 

While many new texts in the digital space can be seen as representing an 
alternative to the mainstream media discourse on sexual intimacies, other 
new texts moralise and perpetuate the accepted decorum on sexuality. In 
these stories, we meet a figure familiar to many city dwellers and cultural 
anthropologists alike, a character who has become a regular staple of many 
fictional narratives. She has a history that dates back almost a century in 
Africa, and she is the sexualised modern urban ‘girl’ or ‘good time’ woman. I 
want to show that even in the digital age, African intimacy can be analysed and 
understood through the figure of the modern girl, because she represents the 
conflict between traditional and contemporary notions of courtship, romance 
and sexual relationships. 

Writings about women who do not conform to prevailing sexual decorum 
often reveal anxieties over the impact of modernity on society. When some 
writers write about women and sex, we often see an amalgamation of African 
and Western anxieties over the African female body; one in which the body is, 
on the one hand, seen as a site of (communal) purity, and on the other hand, 
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is envisioned as a potential site of sins that came about through increasing 
globalisation. Both perceptions reflected in creative writings capture how 
colonial modernity subjugated African women’s sexuality. The mostly male 
colonialists and missionaries made African women into symbols of African 
savagery and moral corruption. Drawing from historical accounts in Kenya, 
Nanjala Nyabola argues that for the colonialist ‘the idea of managing African 
sexuality itself stems from a racist colonial fear of the same’ (133). Marc Epprecht 
offers similar argument when he suggests that writings by Westerners during 
the colonial era portrayed African women as being sexually rampant and that 
the colonialists characterised this promiscuity as pathological and dangerous. 
Both Nyabola and Epprecht show that to the educated male Africans who 
took over political power after independence, women who exhibit sexual 
desire are seen as exhibiting moral corruption brought about by colonial 
modernity, and such African women are portrayed as trying to behave like 
European women. Born out of these two positions is the confusion over what 
constitutes African sexuality. 

Given these developments, fictional narratives and poetry show us Africans 
being conflicted between what they perceive as the African way of life and what 
they see as a Western lifestyle. Ada Uzoamaka Azodo and Maureen Ngozi Eke 
put these dilemmas into two categories: ‘historical shifts and shifts in popular 
culture’ (18). The shifts that Azodo and Eke point to underline my argument 
that for more than a century, people in societies across the continent have 
been facing competing and multiple perspectives on life which often oscillate 
between the Occidental (European), the Oriental (mostly Arab-Islamic) and the 
African traditions. Literature, like the contemporary society it tries to represent, 
has been trying to resolve this dilemma through the figure of the modern girl. 
Within this struggle, literature shows us that the modern girl encompasses two 
bodies in the postcolonial contemporary - that of the libidinous woman and 
the embodiment of romantic love. By looking at the figure of the modern girl, 
we see how members of a new generation of writers, like the generations before 
them, are navigating between these discordant messages. 

Ashewos Anonymous, continues African literature’s long fascination with 
this representative of the contemporary African woman. The narrator tells the 
story of six Lagos women from different social class backgrounds, who meet 
regularly in ‘a small conference room at the Eko Le Meriden. The women, we 
are informed, are the six remaining members of a support group for women 
who are addicted to sex. The narrator familiarises his readers with the fictional 
subjects in a satirical tone, by portraying the women as the girls-next-door 
gone ‘bad’ simply due to their ‘unhealthy’ interest in sex. He paints a vivid 
picture of their meeting as that of members of a self-help group who sit around 
to discuss their problems ‘in a semi-circle. Suffice it to point out that through 
his characterisation the writer refuses to distinguish between a sex worker 
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and a woman with a healthy sex life. These are some of the comments by 
readers of the story: 


Ekide Ekrika Nwanze: It is so true, it hurts! Sadly, the biz of ‘Ashewo’ has been 
‘rebranded. They drive the posh cars, live in big houses, 
they are the bigz (sic) gals, the movers and shakers of 
the big cities, they even get political appointments!! 
Sad, very sad. God help us. Nice piece, very humorous 
too, I didn’t want it to stop. 


Mayowa Adeyemi: very interesting with an hidden lesson to learn for 
anybody that wants to learn. and like play (sic) it is 
part of the reality of our time. 


Hadiza Rasheed-Jada: hilarious, maybe ur part 2 shud depict the uni 
[university] students that belong to the wider AA 
[Ashewos Anonymous]. 


For the narrator and the Facebook readers who comment on the story, 
women across different social classes partake in the libidinal economy that 
is Ashewo, and regardless of the social-economic background, Ashewo are 
women who either like sex and men too much, or are sex workers. These 
instances are often conflated in Nigerian society. The term ‘Ashewo is one 
that has been ascribed to prostitutes and sexualised women alike in modern 
Nigeria. In Kenya, like most of East Africa, the term “Malaya is often used 
to describe a prostitute. Both are terminologies that arguably came out of 
colonial modernity discourse. ‘Ashewo’ means ‘money-changer’ in Yoruba, 
and the monetary aspect of it likely refers to the exchanging of currency - 
coins and notes that came with the British. The figure of the modern woman 
and the discourse surrounding her are likely to have come out of this colonial 
encounter, especially the sex trade along the West African coast and have 
become ingrained in contemporary perceptions. David Bennett points out 
that in England the word ‘purse’ might have connoted ‘either scrotum or 
vagina and “spending” either seminal or vaginal fluid since the late sixteenth 
century (4). This connection with monetary exchange within Euro-modernity 
then helped to transform both the female sex worker and a woman who likes 
sex a lot into ‘Ashewo. For example, in Ashewos Anonymous, the character 
Funke Okunrinoletemilorun, who is the founder of the society, is described by 
the narrator as ‘a young lady with genuine sexual neuroses. At the last count 
she had slept with no less than 127 men, not including the okada driver that 
would drop her later that evening’ (n.pag). At the same time, other female 
characters in the story, who are sex workers, are also referred to as ‘Ashewo. 
What the narrator in Ashewos Anonymous therefore shows is that for the 
contemporary society, sex is only normal when it is not enjoyed and when 
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it is not for sale. Any sexual acts outside of these scenarios then fall into the 
‘Ashewo category. For the narrator and most of the readers who commented 
on the story on Facebook, there is no mitigation for these fictional women, 
even though we are told that some of them are in dire need of money. Poverty 
and the possibility of bankruptcy are not mitigating circumstances that 
warrant sympathy for the women. 

The sentiments expressed by the readers of Ashewos Anonymous are similar 
to those expressed by their Kenyan counterparts with regard to another short 
story based on a fictional young woman in Nairobi. Her Friend's Father, by 
the Kenyan writer and journalist Pauline Odhiambo, was published on the 
Kenyan-based Storymoja blog. The story centres on a twenty-year-old woman 
from Nairobi, who is having an affair with her best friend’s father, and who 
uses the money the man gives her to buy accessories that include a mobile 
phone and luxuries that she could not otherwise afford. Some of the responses 
to the story include: 


Marcia Wachira: I love the flow and the story telling. It’s almost like 
having a conversation with the writer. I vote 10 because 
i can't wait to read part two if possible. In today’s society 
making money is top of the list and not everyone opts 
for a nine to five job. Good job Pauline for portraying 
the modern ho and disgusting old men in today’s light. 
10/10. 


Rain Kenya: Well written story, that depicts what happens every 
day! i read it all at one go, with other browser windows 
open! (you most definitely understand the allure of 
a new chat message on Facebook, can distract one’s 
attention don't you?) I give it a 9! 


Yvonne: I found this a sad story, but very well told - very candid 
and a great opening paragraph. I’m not sure who was 
manipulating who in the story but I doubt that we can 
fix what seems to be a modern day form of prostitution 
which isnt going away any time soon. 


Hmutugi: Real life during these real times ... all u gotta do is be 
very careful. 


Cheptiony Mutai: The introduction of this story is very catchy. It’s 
creatively written. Your story is real. It happens 
every day, and brings to light the strange behaviours 
of Kenyan men. I am one of them, and for sure we 
Kenyan men don’t know what we want. And hence, we 
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end up being manipulated... Its sad. Pauline, I would 
advise you to come up with a book, exposing how 
Kenyan men are being exploited by college girls. I am 
a writer and dream of writing a book explaining the 
same. Men, when will begin identifying what we want? 
Let’s be ourselves. Cheers Pauline! Keep up the good 
work. 


Monica: The story is so real i almost felt it. I truly uphold the 
writer for the works. We need to read what we can 
relate to at times. Part 2 should surely follow couz we 
need to know the repercussions. 


Ivory Punk: True, she is just twenty - the things she spends the 
money on are a bit too trivial considering what she is 
giving up. Kuonjeshana [compromise] ladybird. 


Responses to fictional narratives posted online, such as the above stories, 
possess their own literariness. This is because the comments are an extension 
of the fiction. The fictional narrative may reflect what the readers may have 
encountered and experienced in real life, but in turn, the comments from 
readers constitute a further reading of the fiction. Comments on online posts 
fit into the realm of fiction, because we cannot determine or confirm the true 
identity of the responders, even when a name resembles that of a ‘real’ person. 
If identity can be fictionalised, so can the view expressed by the commentator. 
Does the opinion of a someone responding reflect their true feelings about 
the fiction or are they just following the online crowd? If the views expressed 
by the readers of agreeing with the writer are a true reflection of their world 
view, we can argue that the online fiction cements preconceived perceptions, 
and comments affirm the text’s aesthetic value while also ‘writing to’ the text. 
Each comment and the comments put together constitute a basis for further 
close reading. The response of the commenter Monica, on how ‘the story is 
so real I almost felt it; signifies the way in which the fictional becomes ‘real’ 
because in the mind of the reader it is no longer a ‘made-up’ story but one 
that is experienced. 

The social commentary, then, does not have to be in a didactic style; the 
stories retain their purpose to entertain, but the reader maintains a right to 
moralise about the women’s actions. From the comments, one can see that 
both male and female readers lay the blame of sexual exploits on the female 
protagonist, while the male character is mainly viewed as the victim of the 
‘devious’ modern woman. The reactions of readers to the protagonist as the 
figure of the modern girl echo the reaction of the readers who comment on 
Tilley-Gyardo’s Facebook story. Odhiambo, the author, although a woman 
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herself, does not see the need to come to the side of her female protagonist 
nor does she offer an alternative perspective to that of the digital public. Her 
response is: “Thanks for your encouraging comments everyone. Marcia, Part 2 
might be in the offing’ The writer is, therefore, not an objective by-stander. The 
protagonist's portrayal by the writer and her readers’ reaction to her show that 
people's online comments are a reflection of what they have seen or read offline. 
What people read or see online may also influence their offline behaviour and 
the way they react to daily experiences in the physical space. Although they 
are not necessarily equal, the digital life and the analogue life resemble each 
other. In the digital space, the writer and her readers write on the female 
body in a more critical manner than the male body. In these two stories, a 
distinction is not made by readers between middle-class and working/poor 
women who are portrayed in fictions as sexual deviants. Instead, many of the 
online readers who comment on the stories see their role as intervening on 
behalf of society and reaffirm the need to fight moral corruption in both online 
and offline spaces. The editors of Storymoja blog invite writers to submit 
fictions for publication, and readers to rate each submission. Odhiambos Her 
Father's Friend is one of the many stories the editors received and published. 
Since writing and reading in online communities demand the ability to read 
and understand in African and European languages, as well as fluency in 
the language of ‘emoji’ and GIFs that people use as part of communicating 
emotions online, one can venture that many of the readers and writers in 
African digital communities such as Storymoja and Facebook, belong to the 
educated middle and upper classes. And as argued previously in this book, 
literary networks of mostly middle-class Africans (editors, publisher, writers 
and readers) emerged out of this sociability, and often members of these 
digital networks see it as part of their duties to comment on women’s erotic 
desire. The opportunity to write back in real-time to the writer in the digital 
space gives the reader the chance to exhibit their knowledge of their society 
and its traditions. And when it comes to sexual deviancy, some constitute 
themselves as moral authorities because they assume they know the correct 
way that women and men should conduct themselves. 

The protagonist in Odhiambo’s short story comes from a lower middle- 
class family; she wants the latest mobile phones, and wants to patronise trendy 
cafés and shopping malls but she does not have the financial capability to 
afford the lifestyle of Nairobis middle and upper classes. She has friends 
who come from rich and well-to-do homes and she wants to lead a lifestyle 
similar to theirs. She realises the power of her sexuality and she is using this 
power for monetary needs. But some of the readers, like those of Ashewos 
Anonymous, see the protagonist as compromised, a modern whore, a blight 
on society. From these comments from Kenyan and Nigerian readers, we 
can see how a piece of fiction can serve both as source material for social 
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anthropology in the sense that it gives more of an insight into readers’ views 
than into the lives of women like the protagonist. Additionally, it is also a 
means of documenting what people have read and seen in cyberspace. For 
members of the digital public therefore, such short stories connect cyberspace 
with the material world. 


Between Literature and Journalism 


Online narratives about sexuality in modern Nigeria and Kenya, especially 
about female sexuality - as commented upon by the reading public - show the 
connection between what journalism reports and how modern writers mediate 
such reports. In my work, I noticed that several writers who have used literature 
to comment on modern women and sexual deviancy, also have journalistic 
experience. In his analysis of online commentaries on African digital forums, 
Koleade Odutola surmises that what people read in the news media (online and 
print) is an important part of how they remember and conceive their history and 
culture, as well as how they associate with others online. Given Odutola’s digital 
ethnographical study, it comes as little surprise that writers who use literature 
to comment on female sexuality are often journalists who are conversant with 
gossip about sexually confident women. They understand the intricate link 
between what journalists produce and how people make meaning out of media 
outputs, and we see literature as building upon what journalism has produced. 
It is important to stress that I recognise that literature can offer its own unique 
take on female sexual desire, which is different from that of the news media. 
In addition to being creative writers, both Terna Tilley-Gyado and Pauline 
Odhiambo are journalists and media practitioners who have large followings 
on social media. Their career paths mimic those of some of the writers from 
the previous generations. This intersection between journalism and creative 
writing is important to our understanding of the way in which the figure of the 
modern girl has been constructed and maintained over the course of a century. 
Furthermore, the writer did not just stumble upon the figure of the modern 
girl as a sexual deviant; at the heart of this portrayal is the figure of the writer 
as a voice of political and moral authority. Just as I.B. Thomas and Cyprian 
Ekwensi were held in high esteem by their readers, so are today’s writers seen 
as the voice of the people. And as new fictions echo fictions from the decades 
before, we see some of today’s writers occupying the sexual moral high ground 
that was once occupied by the previous generations of writers-cum-journalists. 

Between the 1920s and the 1940s, Isaac Babalola Thomas was a popular Lagos- 
based journalist, who also became well known as the author of the fictional 
character of the modern girl Segilola in his story Itan Igbesi Aiye Emi Segilola 
Eleyinju, Elegberun Oko LAiye (1929). Thomas initially published the story of 
Segilola in the popular Lagos newspaper Akede Eko, of which he was an editor. 
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The collection later metamorphosed into the first novel written in Yoruba. Just 
as some members of the online public are commenting on works of literature 
being published in the digital space, the public of the last century used the print 
medium to comment on modern women and their representations in literature. 
As a response to the fictional figure of Segilola, many readers wrote to I.B. Thomas 
to express their condemnation of modern women, among them the following: 


Nwọn ha le Tojuti, ki nwọn ma hu oniruru iwakiwa nile oko won, ki ale meta, 
mẹrin lode mase te won lọrun, nwọn ha le loju ti ki oni gbese ma wo ti re ni ile 
won, tabi ojuti a wa, nwọn a ma mu Sarotu Cigarettes ati Cigar loju gbogbo enia 
Apejo, nwon a ma mu Oti bi eni mu Omi, nwon a ma soro alufansa lenu, nwon a 
ma wipe oko mẹwa ki nse baba mẹwa, o ni lati tun ma lo fo iyere na odo mirantiti 
iyere yio fi mo; nwon gbagbe pe iyere ti nwon fo ni odo kini, ikeji, iketa, ikerin ti 
ko mọ, ti nwọn ko ba dehin, ijokan-jokan ni odo yio gbe ati awọn ati iyere won lo 
bamubamu. (Akede Eko 15 August 1929) 


(If they have any shame, debt collectors would not be visiting them at home and 
they would not be smoking cigarettes and cigars in public, or drink alcohol as if 
it were water. They wouldn't be very loud and proclaim that ten husbands do not 
equal ten fathers, and that they need to be sexually satisfied by as many men as 
possible; they have forgotten that taking on one, two, three and four lovers will lead 
to destruction.) 


Cyprian Ekwensi, the creator of another fictional modern girl, Jagua Nana, 
was also a highly regarded Lagos-based journalist who used many of the real- 
life characters he encountered in his journalism career in his fictional work, 
including in People of the City, Jagua Nana and Jagua Nanas Daughter. Similarly 
to the publics reaction to Segilola, many readers also reacted passionately to 
these fictional characters especially that of Jagua Nana, a Lagos prostitute. They 
wrote directly to Ekwensi, to condemn those real-life Jagua Nanas’ they knew 
across many Nigerian towns and cities (see Ernest Emenyonu). 

As in the analogue era, today’s fictional narrators try to warn not only males 
about the danger that the libidinal modern girl may pose, the fictional modern 
girl is also deployed as an important element of cautionary tales directed at 
women. In the online short story Her Friends Father, we see that women are 
equally meant to fear the modern woman. The protagonist is having an ‘illicit’ 
sexual relationship with the father of a young woman who she is supposed to 
be a close confidant of, and because of this betrayal she becomes a figure that 
men and women alike cannot trust. 

Through fictional texts we see the way in which the figure of the modern girl 
is put to use within modernity and through postcolonial discourses from the 
print to the internet age. Stephanie Newell's (1996) study of Nigerian market 
literatures blames such anxiety on male writers and male readers, but unlike 
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the printed works that constitute Newell’s research, the internet space is less 
gender-weighted towards men and represents more equally the voices of male 
and female readers and writers. By instigating discussions on these fictional 
characters, the online writing space becomes a site not only for societal gossip 
but also for defining gendered performances. We can see that almost all of the 
readers put the blame of sexual immorality and deviancy on the fictional female 
characters, while male characters are often not only not condemned but seen 
as victims. Having several lovers is an act that the contemporary society allows 
men, while ‘good’ women are not supposed to do likewise. Be it in print or 
digital, when it comes to modern women in urban spaces, literature becomes 
a site that pontificates on sexual decorum and its readers and writers pass 
judgement on what they perceive as moral corruption. In the case of stories 
posted on social networking sites and blogs, comments by readers of fictions 
show how many authors and fictional narrators intentionally ‘dog-whistle’ to 
the digital public, by surrounding the modern girl with sexual scandals. In 
this way, literature becomes an additional tool - in print and in new media - 
with which society admonishes all non-compliant bodies by promoting sexual 
restraint over sexual recklessness. 


Sex and Technology: The WriterJJournalist in Modern African Writings 


D.O. Adebayo et al. argue that not only does society and culture influence 
intimacy, but sexual behaviour in Africa is also impacted upon by technology 
(745). The printing press and the print culture that came with it, helped to 
introduce a pseudo-European concept of sexual decorum in both Kenya and 
Nigeria. In publications such as young Jomo Kenyatta’s Muigwithania, and I.B. 
Thomas's Akede Eko, writers and journalists often used the most patriarchal 
elements of African and European cultures in their commentaries on sexual 
decorum and morality. The message that print culture in Kenya and Nigeria 
regularly conveyed to its readers and society at large was that good young 
women (and men) do not indulge in sexual activities beyond procreation. Sexual 
pleasure was deemed as frivolous, un-African and at the same time portrayed 
as being a barrier to Africans reaching a Western standard of technological 
advancement. At the beginning of the last century, these publications, and 
the print culture that they created, helped define the modern African girl as 
sexualised and corrupt. In the current digital age, some of the new online 
fiction suggests that this stereotype remains tenacious. However, by providing 
immediate ways in which to debate female sexuality, the internet can allow the 
writer and his or her readers to interact in challenging the stereotypes. Readers 
and writers can comment and respond rapidly, and publicly, so that a debate or 
even an online community can form quickly out of these discussions in a way 
that was not possible in the print age. 
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As pointed out in the introductory chapter, literature in Africa arguably 
positions the author as an intentional subject. There is the frequent connection 
between life and art, in addition to the notion that texts and their productions 
are hard-wired elements of human cognition. The privilege of being connected 
to real-life human characters, to the pulse of urban life, gives African writers 
the opportunity to utilise the tool of verisimilitude in their creative work. These 
interactions also mean that writers often have access to the latest societal gossip, 
which often finds its ways into literature. In the Facebook fiction Ashewos 
Anonymous, Eko Le Meridien, the hotel in which the women regular meet, 
is a real-life place that often features in the print and in online news. Other 
young writers likewise tend to include familiar places and familiar elements of 
contemporary life such as popular music and celebrities, in some of the short 
stories on African intimacy. 

By building on their own familiarity with real life spaces and mimicking 
real life scandals, a new generation of writers uses fictional narratives - as 
well as the immediacy of the digital space such as Google Maps and internet 
location apps - to intentionally map fictions back to real life. Verisimilitude as 
a literary device used by some emerging voices writing on social media and 
blog platforms can be traced back to the early twentieth century when writers 
of that era used it as a technique to comment on the figure of the modern girl. 
Thus, when it comes to female sexuality, some the fictional narratives of the 
digital age are not necessarily ideologically different from earlier, print-based 
writings — literature and journalism - where place, and its associated political 
and cultural specificities, predominated. For example, in the prologue to the 
fictional text of Itan Igbesi Aiye Emi Segilola Eleyinju, Elegberun Oko LAiye, the 
narrator tells us that the fictional character physically walked into the office 
where the writer works as an editor. 


Obinrin yi funrarẹ ni o f'ẹsẹ ara re to wa wa I'asale ojo Saturday kan ninu Office wa 
ni No. 47, Bamgbose Street, Lagos, ti alagba obinrin na si fi emi-edun okan re be wa 
pe inu on yio dun pupọ bi awa be le gba ojege fun on lati ma ko itan igbesi aiye on 
sinu iwe irohin wa ‘Akede Eko. (I.B. Thomas 2) 


(This woman, of her own accord walked into our office on No. 47, Bamgbose Street, 
Lagos, and begged us that she would be very pleased if we would allow her to 
publish her life story in our publication ‘Akede Eko’) 


Through the fictional narrator, Thomas blurs the line between reality and 
fiction, he positions the narrative in real time and places the protagonist in 
locations readers can identify in real life (see Karin Barber 1997). In addition, 
the protagonist tells us that she knows most of the important men living in 
Lagos at the time, and that if her identity were revealed her own scandalous 
sexual exploits would tarnish their good image. The observational skill of the 


This title is available under the Open Access licence CC-BY-NC-—ND 


123 


124 


African Literature in the Digital Age 


writer as a reporter is thus effectively deployed to construct the image of the 
libidinal modern woman as a believable real-life character, who is scandalous 
and tainted; a woman who might be the ‘girl next door’ but whose presence 
jeopardises the communal well-being. Thomas not only wrote a ‘novel’ warning 
readers about the antics of his protagonist, he also took it upon himself to 
comment on the sexual antics of real life and fictional modern women, in 
addition to encouraging his readers to write letters of condemnation against 
modern women’s supposed sexual waywardness. My own research into the 
story of Segilola at the National Archives of Nigeria in Ibadan, revealed that 
through these discussions in Akede Eko newspaper, the writer used his position 
to embark on a crusade against the modern girl, and he arguably saw himself as 
saving Lagos and Nigerian society from the destructive impact of the behaviour 
of this fictional character. 

In Jagua Nana, Ekwensi uses the same energy that he employed in his 
journalistic career on the body of the libidinal protagonist. Like I.B. Thomas 
some thirty years before, Ekwensi also sees his role as a journalist-cum-fictional- 
writer, saving the society from modernity’s decadence, and he takes that role 
very seriously. As the literary critic Ernest Emenyonu points out: 


Ekwensi knows his city (Lagos) very well. He also knows to the most minute detail 
the idiosyncrasies of the characters he has chosen who are symptomatic of the 
moral depravities of the city ... The author’s didacticism and sense of retribution 
are very much in evidence in every action in the novel. Often he oversteps his 
role of mirroring society to that of standing in judgement over it. He is both the 
plaintiff and the jury and the only clause in his Magna Charta is that ‘the wages 
of sin is death? (42-43). 


Emenyonu's observation is relevant in today’s digital writing. The retribution 
that Ekwensi visited on the modern girl is echoed in the two online short stories 
by Tilley-Gyado and Odhiambo. Like Ekwensi and Thomas before them, both 
of these new voices place the figure of the modern girl in a city setting, and 
the city as a symbol of modernity, a site of corruption. These fictional female 
characters - Segilola, Jagua Nana, the young woman in Her Fathers Friend, 
and the female characters in Ashewos Anonymous - are urban women and they 
embody sex and the city. 

Michael W. Ross argues that ‘sexuality in the unfolding age of the virtual age 
is also a discourse about human interaction at the closing of the mechanical 
age’ (342). For both print and new media writers, fictional characters such as 
Segilola, Jagua Nana and Funke (the fictional founder of the self-help group 
Ashewos Anonymous) are not emerging out of a vacuum; these fictional figures 
reveal the energies that propel modernity, first in the colonial years and now in 
the postcolonial era. By using fictional figures to represent this danger, these 
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narratives are trying to use literature as a harness to pull back the society from 
the abyss of its obsession with all aspects of modern life. 

Literary representation of modern women highlights the way in which 
fiction reports on deviants, and how it has the potential to create and 
manipulate history in the process. Punishment and societal revenge can be 
argued to be the ultimate trope of fictional narratives, especially those dealing 
with libidinal modern women. Therefore, just as the protagonist in Itan Igbesi 
Aiye Emi Segilola Eleyinju, Elegberun Oko LAiye is afflicted with a terminal 
illness and the writer accepts that her impending demise is a well-deserved 
comeuppance, so does the narrator in Ashewos Anonymous inform us that 
the founder of the Ashewos Anonymous group dies ‘less than a year after the 
inaugural meeting from an AIDS related illness. By dying painfully, these two 
fictional women across two different literary eras, pay the ultimate price for 
their sexual rebellion, and their afflictions serve as a warning to readers. From 
these and other stories, one can argue that fictional narratives that position 
modern women as libidinal women strike a chord with readers because these 
stories successfully paint a picture of devious, often money-hungry, as well as 
sex-hungry women, who are a threat to not just the institution of marriage but 
a threat to public health, safety and communal harmony. Thus the modern 
girl inhabits a diseased body, which tells us that she and other women like 
her are a potential danger to everybody. Yet again, the death of a deviant 
body symbolises not just comeuppance but society punishing rebellion and 
winning the moral battle. 


A Different View of the Modern Girl 


The fictions I analysed above reflect a long history of modern texts and their 
readers commenting on African women who are seen as sexual deviants - 
one through which the figure of the modern girl and that of the female sex 
worker are portrayed as one. However, there is a growing body of works 
by writers using the figure of the sex worker and modern women more 
generally to highlight how previous portrayals wrongly made women the 
perpetrators. Like much of the creative writings published within digital 
literary networks, the creative works being analysed in this section speak to 
a moving away from the grand narratives of postcoloniality, as Berger notes, 
towards an ideological agenda that highlights social issues more significant 
to an African readership. 

Online, these works appear to reflect the news cycles, building on academic 
and journalistic investigations. In fact, there is often no clear separation 
between fiction writers, reporters and social commentators, roles that are 
frequently embodied in a single online persona. Take, for example, the 
writings of Chika Unigwe. In her short story Dreams, the female character, 
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Uche, is forced into prostitution to care for her children after the death of her 
husband. Although the medical cause of death is heart failure, Uche’s mother- 
in-law, Mama Obi, consults a ‘prophet’ who explains the unexpected demise 
in spiritual terms, placing blame on the ‘evil’ wife. This allows Mama Obi to 
invoke traditional practices to take away her young grandson to raise herself, 
and to evict Uche from her home along with her twin daughters. Comments 
on the Nigerian Village Square website make links between this story, social 
reality and the need for social change to protect women: 


With cases as such very popular (happened to someone I know [...]), I think itd be 
such a great idea if the Government made laws (and enforced them) that protects 
the Uches from the hands of Mama Obis who try to separate them from that which 
is rightfully theirs. Such women should not have to have to prostitute to make ends 
meet. (Anike n.pag) 


Unigwe regularly gives interviews in new media forums such as The Guardian 
(UK), The Independent (UK), The New York Times (USA) as well as several 
African online forums, where she discusses some of the characters in her 
fictional narratives and how these characters represent real-life women that 
she came across when she was doing background research for her creative work 
reiterating those connections between reality and fiction. 

A story like Dreams deviates ideologically from much of the earlier 
creative work that came out of Africa, which considered the negative effect 
of modernity on young women in particular, and which regularly considered 
how women, corrupted by the urban environment, needed to be redeemed 
through a return to traditional roles or to rural locations. These short stories 
published in the new media space are equally preoccupied with the life of 
female urban dwellers, but position themselves differently in ideological 
terms. Their writers explore the social and cultural circumstances which 
shape women’s experiences in the city, and much of this investigates how 
women's bodies are exploited, as in Dreams or, in a slightly different way, in 
Sefi Atta’s online fiction Glory. Here, the narrator tells us about desperate 
young Nigerian women hanging out in Lagos hotels, looking for a way out to 
Europe. Atta references not only the uses to which women’s bodies are put, 
but also the risks of human trafficking faced by African women desperate to 
improve their circumstances: 


The hotel was full of prostitutes, packed with them, and they were dressed in 
western attire. They could easily pass for proper elite. What gave them away were 
the crooked-legged walks they acquired from parading up and down the diplomatic 
district. Glory called them va bene, not ashawo, as everyone else called them. So 
many of them ended up in Rome. (par. 11) 
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Chimamanda Ngozi Adichies story Birdsong tackles a different part of the 
continuum by writing about a young woman whose lover is a married man. 
This relationship is akin to prostitution in its reality of exchange - the woman 
gets gifts from the man in exchange for sex. Adichie’s story attracted many 
comments which debated the sexual theme of the story: some suggested 
that she was sex-obsessed, or trivialising sex, but one commentator takes a 
feminist position to suggest that Adichie ‘describes sex and sexuality from a 
unique, dignified and wholly female perspective. Adichie does not condemn 
her female character, nor pity her, but shows her gradual recognition that she 
is in a relationship where only her body is valued. Her status is clear to the 
wider society, for example when she visits a restaurant with the lover: 


‘Good evening, sah, the waiter said when we were seated. “You are welcome, sah? 

‘Have you noticed that they never greet me?’ I asked my lover. 

“Well ...; he said, and adjusted his glasses. 

The waiter came back [...] and I waited until he had opened the bottle of red 
wine before I asked, “Why don’t you greet me?’ 

The waiter glanced at my lover, as though seeking guidance, and this infuriated 
me even more. ‘Am I invisible? I am the one who asked you a question. Why do all 
of you waiters and gatemen and drivers in this Lagos refuse to greet me? Do you 
not see me?’ (par. 66-70) 


Her new awareness that her sex defines her, spills into her work place, too, 
when she questions why it is always her, or her female co-worker, who have 
to cut up and distribute the birthday cakes the men bring in. Using fiction to 
highlight sexism is not new, but because this is published online, the story’s 
debate is carried into its reading in overt ways through readers’ comments. If 
we agree with those reader-response theories that insist meaning lies with the 
reader, here we have a practical manifestation of that process enabled by the 
publishing platforms on the internet. 

‘Birdsong’ points to a new and growing type of sexual relationship taking 
place in Nigeria and Kenya, where young female professionals often willingly 
accept romantic involvement with their companies’ clients for several reasons, 
which may include promotion within their organisation, extra income for 
material goods, or in order to secure a contract or commission. Rebecca Surtees 
surmises that in the global South, some urban women who are attractive and 
well educated, enter such sexual relationships as part of the unwritten rules 
in emerging economies. Surtees suggests that this phenomenon goes against 
‘mainstream sexual discourse to which the middle class, in particular, adhere’ 
(n.pag). This short story depicts urban sexual culture in Africa, and suggests 
that some young African women have a more liberal attitude to sex and morality 
than their societies may want to admit. Unlike other urban women, who might 
take a lover so that he takes care of her material needs, because the relationship 
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brings business to her company, or so she is in her boss’s good books and can 
advance her career, the sexual marketability of the ‘Birdsong’ protagonist as well 
as that of her lover is based on the fact that both are educated and high earners. 
The protagonist is able to attract a high-class married man, whom she describes 
as ‘courtly, his life lived in well-oiled sequences, because of her education and 
middle-class status, and these two elements combined equal market value and 
potential. She knows that her lover's wife is in America and does not enter the 
relationship without having made an informed decision. ‘Birdsong’ shows us 
that modern women do not necessarily lack the resources to handle this moral 
crisis, the tools they use simply do not depend on the moralising and didactic 
messages that some politicians, journalists and religious clerics send to the 
public. Instead, they rationalise and employ a different moral discourse to justify 
their involvement with men. What this chapter has been demonstrating is how 
desire continues to remain at the very heart of the postcolonial bodies. Sexual 
desire represents the unfolding condition of the postcolonial state; complex 
and fractured in so many ways. Desire is competing with the demand of market 
forces and human longings that are affected and impacted upon by material, 
spiritual and other emotional needs. The digital short stories in this chapter 
constitute sites of desire. Their reading gives us an insight into the modern 
sexual culture and the role that institutional actors and stakeholders - online 
platforms, social media commentators, politicians and religious organisations — 
play in this culture. 
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When examined through the scope of technology, new writings that focus on 
the erotic and the sexually explicit often reveal surprising results about repressed 
history and the impact of Euro-modernity on what many now consider as 
taboos. As discussed previously, for about two centuries in the Nigerian context, 
various forms of media technology have been intervening in the articulation 
of the sexual. From the early days of colonialism in the nineteenth century, 
Christian missionaries and colonial officials invested capital in schools and in 
printing presses, which they used to enforce a Victorian-style puritanism. The 
age of the printing press - from Irohin Yoruba to Random House - therefore 
positions African and Nigerian writing at the intersection of race, class and sex. 

In the context of Nigerian literature, what can be deduced from much of 
the creative writing in the age of the book is that fictional characters such as 
Segilola and Jagua Nana, discussed in the previous chapter, did not come out 
of a vacuum; they reveal the discourses that helped problematise the idea of the 
modern and the notion of the traditional. During the heyday of colonialism, 
to be modern translated to embracing the Victorian eras Christian attitude 
towards sex as represented in works such as I.B. Thomas’ Itan Igbesi Aiye Emi 
Segilola Eleyinju, Elegberun Oko LAiye. The erotic, as represented in fictional 
narratives, is therefore an important way for us to see the confusion of what 
history and modernity represent for many Nigerians and Africans. 

This legacy is not lost on the eminent Nigerian poet, dramatist and scholar 
Femi Osofisan, who, in a contribution to Outliers, a digital project on African 
sexuality, makes a case for literary studies’ closer engagement with the erotic 
as a means of analysing sexual history in Nigeria in particular, and Africa in 
general. His essay discusses the way in which different generations of Nigerian 
and African writers have dealt with sexual explicitness and the erotic. Osofisan 
argues that attitudes towards the overtly sexual have shifted remarkably in the 
twenty-first century, as a new generation of writers is now producing works 
that are less restrained when it comes to the portrayal of the erotic. This is in 
comparison to his (Osofisan’s) generation of writers. Osofisan surmises: 
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Up at least till the turn of the new millennium, you will observe, the exploration 
of romantic love or of sex as a theme was remarkably rare in the output of our 
writers. Virtually no literary work dared venture, except in the deflected language of 
metaphor and refringent echo, into the contentious area of carnal experience. From 
Tutuola to Okpewho; Achebe to Iyayi; Soyinka to Sowande; Clark to Onwueme - 
we are talking of over four decades of writing — there is no instance of a memorable 
kiss ... The consensus among our pioneer authors, and their immediate successors, 
seemed to have been that heroes could not be engaged in the epic battle of rescuing 
our land and our people from all kinds of malevolent forces, and of constructing a 
nation out of the debris of colonialism, and still indulge in amatory liaisons, except 
in moments of careless and irresponsible decadence. That is why women appear in 
these works, for the most part, only in the margin, largely unheard. (64) 


Osofisan goes on to say that, thanks to the age of the new media, 


the old notions of privacy, the consensual secretiveness and ‘holiness’ that used to 
be attached to such matters as love and sex have long been axed and discarded as 
antiquated relic. Bashfulness, decency and self-respect have become casualties in 
the new ethos of the so-called ‘free society, where the reigning creed is to ‘tell it 
all’ (70) 


What Osofisan is alluding to here is the increasing number of erotic writings, 
mostly led by feminist writers who are using the opportunities provided by 
the digital era to address a history of anxiety over sexually explicit materials 
and their effects on women. This is an anxiety - as argued throughout this 
book - that is linked to notions of modernity, especially those of the colonial 
project of modernity. By colonial modernity, I am referring to the period from 
which colonial rule started to take root across West Africa from the mid- 
nineteenth century to the early 1960s. Furthermore, one can argue that the 
current anxiety over the erotic in public spheres is not just linked to but started 
during the colonial era. This is important because this chapter will show that 
some members of a new generation of modern Nigerian writers use creative 
writings to point out that part of the legacies of colonialism is the erroneous 
assumption that, traditionally, Africans do not talk about sex in the open or 
that the erotic and the profane are not important parts of the arts. 


The Aesthetics of the Erotic 


The aesthetics of the erotic lies in its vivid imagery of sex; be it sexual intercourse, 
thoughts or simulations. Because of its bluntness in the context of what it so 
graphically depicts, the erotic is political given that in many parts of the world - 
including Nigeria and Kenya - the display of the overtly sexual is often censored. 
Music with sexually explicit lyrics and profanity normally come with parental 
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guidance warnings. When it comes to the erotic, what applies in the music 
industry also applies in the film industry. Communities in Nigeria and Kenya 
still regard the erotic and nudity as deviant sexuality. For example, there have 
been cases of attacks on women wearing miniskirts. #Mydressmychoice started 
on Twitter as a middle-class Nairobi woman's response to attacks on women 
wearing miniskirts. As a response, Kenyans who hold a more conservative 
world view on female sexuality launched a counter digital movement 
#Nudityisnotmychoice (see Nanjala Nyabola). Similar incidents with regard 
to nudity also happened in Nigeria. If ‘nudity’ is political, so is sex. Therefore, 
one can argue that talks about sex are political, but not talking about sex also 
reveals a political agenda. 

This chapter is interested in the implicit messages that one can garner from 
texts that have ambition that goes beyond titillation; they are not pornography 
because the sex is not just for sex’s sake as the works being analysed query the 
current rendition of Nigeria and Africas sexual history. The erotic is also a 
means of addressing related issues such as class and gender, as well as the place 
of technology in fulfilling desire. The erotic, Audre Lorde reminds us, has been 
misnamed by patriarchy in societies across the globe, as a means of control, 
especially the control of women. Lorde said: 


For this reason, we have turned away from the exploration and consideration of the 
erotic as a source of power and information, confusing it with the pornographic. 
But pornography is a direct denial of the power of the erotic, for it represents the 
suppression of true feeling. Pornography emphasizes sensation without feeling. (88) 


Lorde signposts us to the fact that the erotic is at the fulcrum of power and 
control. She sees pornography as the direct opposite of the erotic, because the 
former is produced by men to dehumanise women for men’s pleasure. While 
showing how pornography is another extension of patriarchy, Lorde steers us to 
the fact that there is nothing abnormal - especially for women - about having 
sexual desires and fulfilling them, and what is abnormal is the suppression of a 
womans sexual desire. Nyabola points out that African women’s voices are often 
stifled in the offline space, and that the digital space is giving women the means 
to challenge contemporary perceptions and ideas. In the spirit of Lordes work, 
several emerging literary voices are not using metaphors and coded language in 
their portrayal of the overtly sexual. By being frank and blunt in their depictions, 
writers give voice to what has been unsaid or deemed taboo, and in the process, the 
erotic is providing an opportunity to challenge all forms of patriarchal authority. 
These writers are also aware that digital technology is allowing many Africans new 
means of meeting people for relationships and sexual pleasure, as online dating is 
becoming popular. Young people on Facebook and on online forums often talk 
about the way in which they make sexual connections online which may or may 
not be consummated offline. The explicit is the truth, and the explicit is ethical. 
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Writers who are active on social media are well aware of the choices young people 
are making with regards to sex. Joy Isi Bewaji is a Lagos-based writer and digital 
entrepreneur. She is very popular on Facebook and Twitter, especially among 
young urban social media users. Almost every day, she uses the digital space to 
educate young women about their sexual rights. She also runs the popular blog 
Happenings.com.ng. One of the online projects she recently completed is Story 
of my Vagina (Twitter hashtag #Storyofmyvagina). The project brings together 
writers who create poems, fiction and personal stories, aimed at enlightening 
young women about the power of the female anatomy. 

A short story, #Storyofmyvagina: Old Things, written by Bewaji under the 
nom de plume Uche Okonkwo, focuses on a young woman on her wedding 
night whose husband discovers his bride is not a virgin. The husband, who 
has been saving himself for this particular evening, feels threatened because 
the name of a former lover is tattooed on the inner thighs of his new wife. The 
story highlights the fragility of patriarchy, especially when a man encounters a 
woman with more sexual conquests. 

Another writer, Temitola Olofinlua, captures the very essence of 
#Storyofmyvagina with her prose-poetry #Storyofmyvagina: Who’ Afraid of 
the Vagina? 


Condoms. Pills. Orgasms. Choices. Sex. 

Girl, this bridge between your legs, can unite or destroy. It can have people grovelling 
at its feet, a servant to a master, for a chance to pass through. Or just to peep through 
its keyhole. Use the power wisely. Think through your choices ... Who is afraid of the 
vagina? Show yourself. Do not hide behind the heavy cloak of shame. Come out from 
behind the veil of fear. Do not hide behind the mask of ignorance. 

Here is why. Ignorance about the vagina could be detrimental. If you are ever going 
to remove the veil, at least it is important to know yourself. Know your vagina. Do 
not be ashamed of it. 


Ucheoma Onwutuebe contributes a personal story entitled #Storyofmyvagina: 
Lessons from My Mother. In the story, she recounts how talking about sex with 
her mother empowered her and how the erotic speaks the language of freedom: 


“V-A-G-I-N-A; call it after me. Liberating. The world has not fallen apart. Neither 
is it filled with more sin waiting to be cleansed. It is not a word to be said in hushed 
tones. Saying it loud will not make you ‘dirty, neither does it mean that you are ... 
Even amid pleasure, we clench our teeth and shut our eyes, afraid to mumble our 
pleasure when being stroked right because ... how dare you talk about it? 


For these female writers, honesty comes with sexual explicitness. They 
challenge the privatisation of the erotic. Women should not be embarrassed 
to publicly admit they enjoy sex. Their views of the sexually explicit - in 
an age when vivid sexual images abound online - speak to Lordes view of 
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the erotic as intersecting with gender and power. This argument is germane 
because when women write or talk about the erotic, they are seizing power 
from men who largely control the porn industry. Furthermore, women are 
marginalised when they are not allowed to talk about the erotic in the offline 
space, and when women themselves are reluctant to admit to the pleasure that 
can be derived from sex. By not talking about the erotic, women can become 
vulnerable to sexual abuse, and in the wider context can be marginalised 
in political discourses. Moreover, literature and conversations that do not 
shy away from being sexually explicit, especially when it comes to women, 
empower through the sex education they provide. These works also speak 
the language of sexual revolution and disrupt old concepts of Nigerian 
and African female sexuality. Using the word ‘vagina’ may make many 
uncomfortable in the offline world of Lagos, Kano and Port Harcourt, but 
writers and commentators do not have to censor themselves in the online 
space. #Storyofmyvagina disrupts the masculine notion of sexual intercourse 
as being something men control. It puts women in charge of their bodies, 
desires and sexual pleasure. The hashtag also echoes another, more popular 
hashtag movement in Kenya #Mydressmychoice, which started in 2014, when 
a young woman was assaulted at a bus stop in Nairobi for wearing a miniskirt. 
Like the Nigerian vagina hashtag, #+Mydressmychoice asserts Kenyan women’s 
rights over their body and sexuality. 

#Storyofmyvagina is travelling across different social media platforms, from 
Twitter to Facebook and to Instagram, and it garners followers in the process. 
The project has since branched off into a book, and was also made into a play 
staged at a theatre in Lagos. These movements and renditions across the digital 
and analogue platforms underline the way in which many African writers and 
readers interact with literature and other art forms in the twenty-first century. 
Each platform complements the other and readers have the freedom to make 
new meanings of the messages behind the texts. For example, readers on 
Facebook seem so intimate with Bewaji’s writing style, that they recognise her 
erotic fiction even when she writes under an alias, and fans of her erotic work 
use excerpts from the short stories on her website, as part of their tweets. Since 
individual writers for #Storyofmyvagina also often reposts their erotic work on 
different digital sites, these writers are able to reach new audiences, to test and 
rework their craft, while also tailoring the creative writing to a specific audience 
on each platform. What is presented on Twitter, for example, may be shorter 
and more succinct than what is offered on Facebook, where there is no limit 
on the word count. On Instagram, the narratives of #Storyofmyvagina come 
with colourful images, but with shorter text, because Instagram is more image- 
friendly than Twitter. It is also worth pointing out that the theatre rendition 
of #Storyofmyvagina is more extensive, because the theatre production 
incorporates and unifies the creative ideas generated by several writers. 
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Moreover, because it is a hashtag, #Storyofmyvagina becomes a digital tool - 
a metadata - that provides an insight into the way in which technology impacts 
sex and desire. Anyone searching internet platforms specifically for female 
empowerment and ‘vagina is likely to see this particular hashtag. On Twitter, 
female readers and followers of #Storyofmyvagina who are based outside of 
Nigeria have also commented on how inspiring they find these erotic fictions 
and essays. This international appeal speaks to the possibility of erotic stories 
published on digital platforms not merely as an effective tool for educating 
women on how sexual and erotic discourses affect their lives, but also as sheer 
pleasure and enjoyment for women. Erotic literature across multiple digital 
platforms also provides an avenue to spread feminist ideals to women who may 
be reluctant to buy erotic material in shops. The writers of #Storyofmyvagina 
believe that a woman's sexual freedom determines her life choices including 
jobs, contraception, freedom of expression and her place in society. By placing 
the erotic at the fore of online literature, they are inspiring women to see women 
who do not apologise for being true to themselves; who dare to be bold and 
who want to be successful. Therefore, what is published online is a test run for 
offline feminist campaigns. Through these and other measures, one can argue 
that the mostly female writers of #Storyofmyvagina hope to change not just 
Nigerias online communities but also Nigerian society in general. 

The erotic is becoming a means of querying current attitudes and a way to 
reprise the erotic aspect of Nigerian history that has become subjugated by the 
project of colonial modernity. In an interview with the blogger and writer Anike 
aka Cosmic Yoruba, the writer Kiru Taye makes a case for the erotic as a means 
of bringing the more liberal parts of precolonial Nigerian history to the fore: 


Absolutely. Pm hoping to convert the thinking of a lot of people including Africans 
about our ancient practices, especially with regard to relationships and sex. A lot 
of African behaviour was altered with the introduction of Christianity and some 
things that are seen as taboo today were not in the past. (n.pag) 


In the quest to reprise forgotten practices and attitudes, Taye sees erotic fiction 
in cyberspace as a way to rethink history and to educate readers about the past. 
She attributes contemporary perceptions of the erotic as reflecting the impact 
of colonial modernity on modern Nigerian writing. Taye’s argument should be 
read alongside the Osofisan quote at the beginning of this chapter because it 
makes the link that the erotic was suppressed in much of the work published by 
mainstream publishers due to the influence of Christianity and Islam on society. 
The arrival of Islam and then Christianity as well as colonialism, arguably 
marked a change in the way in which Nigerians talked and still talk about sex. 
This is because, in Judeo-Christian and Islamic traditions, the sacred and the 
overtly sexual (including the profane) are often viewed as the antithesis of each 
other. What Lorde points out is the trend in which the spiritual and the erotic 
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are seen as separate entities. In the Christian tradition, especially since the days 
of the Roman Catholic church, talking about sex in the open is considered 
unholy, and what is unholy is deemed barbaric. Chastity, especially for women, 
became the norm and sex was seen as mainly a tool for procreation. Suppressing 
people's sexual urges was part of the teachings of church and mosque. Those 
teachings are the origin of the idea that the erotic is dirty and that sexual frivolity 
endangers public health. As a model, it was adopted by subsequent political 
and religious entities across Europe and applied to control their own societies. 

Satya P. Mohanty aptly surmises that we cannot robustly capture the nature 
of colonial modernity in the non-West, without referencing oral traditions. 
Mohanty calls for ‘a project of historical retrieval and imaginative philosophical 
reconstruction (3). Many of the texts that emanated from precolonial Nigerian 
communities are oral, and an analysis of some of these traditions reveals that 
there was a space for the sexual and the spiritual to interact with one another 
in many of the societies in what is now known as Nigeria. A good example 
is to be found in the Ifa religious poetry of the Yoruba people; in the section 
known as Eji Ogbe, Ifa references the intricate link between the sacred and 
the profane: 


Ogoteere ni oruko ta npe oko; Ehinworan ni oruko ta npe obo. Ewo, oko gbọdọ 
bobo ja. Toko ba ba obo jo, yio je gba. 


(Ogoteere is the other name for the penis; Ehinworan is another name for the 
vagina. The penis must never fight the vagina. It is a taboo.) 


At the annual Oke-Ibadan Festival, in Ibadan, Nigeria, one of the beloved, 
favourite songs goes: 


O tin do mi latan ‘na ko ma je ki sun o. Oke ‘Badan wo irun obo mi meta l'oku. 


(He has been having sexual intercourse with me since last night and would not let 
me sleep, Oke’Badan please look at my vagina, I am only left with three strands of 
pubic hair.) 


The Igbo people of Nigeria are also not afraid to talk openly about sex. There is 
a saying in Igbo: ‘A penis that sleeps on duty will slip into the trouble of boiling 
water in the mortar of his woman: The Igbo people use the term ‘ila otu’ to 
describe oral sex. Among the Yoruba and the Igbo people, talking about sex is not 
solely meant for light-hearted moments but also for articulating serious moments. 
In these cultures, sex is pleasurable and what is pleasurable is also important. 
However, the project of colonial modernity and the politics of print publication 
that came with it, curtailed the freedom of writers to write openly about sexuality, 
and it still affects the way in which many Nigerians in the contemporary era 
approach the discourse of sex. Colonialism, of which Christianity is an integral 
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part, introduced a Victorian attitude to sex to many communities in Nigeria, one 
in which women are not expected to express overt sexual needs, and in which men 
in polite company were expected to talk about sex in coded language. Even today, 
much of what is being published in novels, short stories and news publication 
avoids direct sexual connotations. In many television and video-film productions, 
sexually active female characters are often portrayed as carriers of diseases and as 
a danger to their communities, and the comeuppance for these women is often 
regret, agony or even death. 


Thighs Fell Apart: Eroticising an African Classic 


Kiru Taye has made erotic fiction her speciality. In collaborative projects 
with the popular blog Brittle Paper, Taye provides an erotic rendition of two 
modern literary canonical texts in print - Chinua Achebe's Things Fall Apart and 
Chimamanda Ngozi Adichie’s Americanah. In a series of short stories entitled 
Thighs Fell Apart, Taye rewrites the encounter between Okonkwo and Ekwefi 
before the latter becomes Okonkwo’ second wife. In her rendition, the two 
characters are having an extramarital affair, and during the course of this affair, 
sex and the danger of being discovered thrills both of them. In this narrative, as 
in some of her works, Taye paints a graphic image of steamy sexual encounters, 
in which a woman is not ashamed of indulging in sexual pleasure. In the story, 
Ekwefi sneaks out of her marital home into Okonkwo’ bedroom for sexual 
gratification. The narrator does not hold back: 


He roamed her body with his hands, tweaking and rubbing her breasts, which 
grew heavier, and nipples that got tighter. They moved lower to caress her stomach 
and waist. Overcome by rippling sensations, she couldnt tell where she ended and 
where Okonkwo began. When he lifted his head, she was gasping for breath. 

‘I need you, please’ (n.pag ) 


Remediation is the process through which digital media become (and produce) 
a new cultural form by reimagining and reworking works produced by 
previous media such as print, photography, recorded music, painting etc. Taye’s 
remediation and the reimagining of Achebe’s seminal work pushes sexual and 
fictional boundaries. It not only creates a new sexual ‘reality’ in cyberspace it also 
frees Achebe’s fictional characters from sexual restrains. If we revisit Osofisan’s 
argument about the absence of sex in much of early modern Nigerian literature, 
one can argue that Taye’s writing symbolises the distinction between the sexual 
boldness in online literature and the rather timid depictions that abound in much 
of the creative writing published in print by the first generation of contemporary 
Nigerian writers. One can sense the freedom in Taye’s writing as her characters 
shed all sexual inhibitions. Umuofia as portrayed by Achebe symbolises Africa's 
struggle with the colonial project of modernity and Christianisation; Taye’s 


This title is available under the Open Access licence CC-BY-NC-—ND 


The Erotic in New Writing from Nigeria 


Umuofia is a story that focuses only on sexual pleasure in a community that has 
become sexually restrained. Ekwefi’s sexual longing in Thighs Fell Apart would 
have arguably made Achebe's Okonkwo faint. 

James Yeku provides a good reading of Thighs Fell Apart. He argues that 
by eroticising a canonical African text “Taye articulates a paradigm of erotic 
fantasy not too familiar in canonical African literature’ (2). Yeku demonstrates 
how Taye makes the text available to the digital natives as well as those familiar 
with the original text. He shows that Taye’s objective is not merely to excite 
but that her rendition of a canon offers us what he aptly describes as a revisit 
of some of the discourses surrounding patriarchy in the context of Nigeria. In 
this story, the digital reworks and reimagines the analogue. Yeku’s argument is 
germane; while Achebe’s Okonkwo is a figure whom one can imagine sees sexual 
pleasure as frivolous when compared to such masculine tasks as defending 
one’s honour, Taye’s Okonkwo not only enjoys dominating others outside of the 
bedroom, but that domination also extends to the bedroom. This Okonkwo, 
as reimagined and remediated in the twenty-first century, is an attentive lover 
who is sensitive to the feelings of women. In Thighs Fall Apart, the character 
of Ekwefi thinks Okonkwo, whose ‘[e]very touch, every movement of his body 
against hers drove her to the peak of her sexual pleasure; is a better lover than 
her husband Maduka. And as Okonkwo brags that he is determined to make 
her his latest wife, we are told that ‘his voice was low and deep, and she detected 
some emotion in there too. 

Taye’s narrative shows Okonkwo as a modern man, and it highlights the 
complexity of Nigerian sexuality, because the African men she created in Thighs 
Fell Apart are simultaneously powerful and thoughtful. Brawn and brain go 
together, inside and outside of the bedroom. To the fans of Taye’s work, online 
literature offers them the chance to embrace their erotic and sexual selves. 
The digital space allows Taye to create a world that readers consider more real 
than the offline space, because of the perceived honesty and frankness in Taye's 
narratives. Through erotic fiction, readers can imagine a new (sexual) horizon; 
they can even begin to imagine new possibilities of sexual empowerment. 
Readers’ responses to Thighs Fell Apart reflect my argument, which is that erotic 
fiction shows that the online is becoming a space that frees the imagination of 
the writer and her readers. Comments include: 


Catherine 2014/02/15 at 5:19 am: OMG!!! Can u really do this? I loved the book by 
Chinua Achebe and i must say that I have never for once pictured Okonkwo as 
someone who could kiss his woman talk more of give heads... it’s too hot in here, I 
really need to cool off #fanning self# Brb 


Alba 2014/02/17 at 9:59 am: Steamy! Catherine, I agree, Okonkwo never struck me 
as a man who would be 000000, sooooo ... . gosh, Pm out of breath. 


This title is available under the Open Access licence CC-BY-NC-—ND 


137 


138 


African Literature in the Digital Age 


Mariam Sule 2015/02/03 at 11:58 am: This is so sizzling hot and powerful. I wish my 
emojis would show because i clapped over a million times. 


What these comments indicate is that not only does erotic literature in the 
digital space bring about instant and real-time interactions between writers 
and their readers, but it is also a source of inspiration to many digitally wired 
Nigerians because the erotic gives readers the courage to freely express their 
sexual selves. Through erotic fiction, many readers, like the commentators 
above, are encountering stories that speak to their repressed desire or to their 
hidden personal experience. Literature is also being reimagined not only from 
editors who commission erotic fictions, but also from the discussions emanating 
from poetry and fiction. Because of this, new ideas about sexuality are evolving 
and old assumptions are being challenged if not discarded. This will arguably 
filter through to the physical space and have an impact on the way in which 
people see themselves and approach discourses surrounding sexuality, which 
allows us to see the transformative power of the erotic in the digital age. 


Mechanised Sexuality 


Amrohini Sahay sees cyberspace as the ‘trope for a new cybercultural imaginary’ 
(543), the standard-bearer for a new aesthetic — technoculture. The digital age 
is the era in which the ‘machine’ and culture are fused together. Machines 
are not just meant to make life easier, some are also meant to provide us with 
a wider range of pleasure and in the process bring us to the state of ecstasy. 
Sahay utilises Donna Haraway’s cyborg in asking us to imagine a ‘hybrid of 
machine and organism ... narrated in a tone that blurs and blends a “New 
Age” experimentalism (547). In the digital age, some writers and poets are 
moving literature from the prosaic narrative that characterises much of the 
representation of the sexual in Nigerian literature in the print format to an 
aesthetic that gives room for a robust imagination of the sexual, and in the 
process they reprise some of the explicitness of the arts in precolonial societies. 
Art is playful, uninhibited, and rebellious. As Osofisan surmises at the start of 
this chapter, writing about sex in this era is no longer satisfied with just the 
‘missionary position but wants every variation of it portrayed. Moreover, not 
only are new technologies enriching the life of digitally connected Nigerians, 
they are also transforming how people experience sex. Dele Meiji’s poem 
Mourning Lover, published by the online literary magazine Jalada, provides a 
new portrayal of sexual pleasure — one that can be derived from masturbation. 

Through poetry, Meiji shows there are different ways of having sex and 
that they are not necessarily human-with-human all of the time. He uses this 
human-with-machine sexual encounter to probe a new generation of (educated, 
middle-class) Nigerians’ need for pleasure and fulfilment. Technology makes 
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our life enjoyable but it may not always provide fulfilment. From this poem’s 
articulation of sexual frustration in the age of digital technology, one can 
deduce that when it comes to the question of fulfilment, technology and sex 
do intersect. People want to be in control of every facet of their own life, and 
sexuality is part of that quest. The mechanised sex toy seems to fit the digital 
age perfectly, as it allows people to take control of their own sexual experience. 
Just as the dildo fits in with the quest for privacy and control, the digital age 
also allows for anonymity and control. The speaker could be a man or woman 
performing a sexual act with a dildo, but we cannot tell from this poem. 
This depicts the fact that in the twenty-first century, gender is immaterial 
when it comes to human interaction with the machine. The internet and 
the mechanised sex toy are unisex, new symbols of desire and its fulfilment. 
Both sexes crave the joy that sex can bring. In this particular poem, the poet, 
who is a man, does not specify the gender of the speaker but leaves us to 
fill in the blank. What this poem does, therefore, is to further articulate the 
emotion surrounding the way in which modern technologies intervene in our 
subjectivity in a digital age, and how the anonymity of the digital age allows 
us to use technology to experiment with our gender and sexual preferences. 
Sexuality and gender performance, this poem indicates, are in a state of flux. 
The poem itself vividly portrays the sexual relationship between the human 
and the machine, and in a way illustrates the way in which the machine allows 
us to experiment with our sexuality within the privacy of our home. 

Poetry can highlight our new dependence on technologies as we start to 
push for new experiences. Attitudes to sex and sexual fulfilment are no longer 
influenced by only old traditions and contemporary religious practices, but 
new technologies are also a major factor in the way a growing number of people 
in Nigeria experience sex. The machine may not be capable of speaking back 
to us but it does not judge us either, the way the society judged the protagonist 
in Thomas's Itan Igbesi Aiye Emi Segilola Eleyinju, Elegberun Oko LAiye. Not 
once does the speaker crave the human touch but he or she longs for the sexual 
bliss that the machine brings. Michelle Kendrick argues that online literature 
often turns our anxieties ‘regarding technology into romanticized notions of 
a reconfigured subjectivity (n.pag). Technology allows for the realisation of 
one’s true sexual self but, as Kendrick surmises, it can also lead to confusion 
and anxiety over what could be considered as the true sexual self. Towards 
the end of the poem, the speaker admits that the dildo is ‘just a fantasy. The 
machine will not, after all, provide a lasting fulfilment for our sexual urges; 
its enjoyment is fleeting. Ecstasy stops once the batteries run out. But there is 
a sense of control over one’s sexuality as long as we can afford new batteries. 
This poem illustrates how modern technologies - from computers to sex 
toys - provide many Nigerians who can afford them, new ways of sexually 
defining who they are. 
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The Erotic and the Spiritual 


In the digital age, the erotic provides an avenue to discuss the way in which the 
flesh and the spiritual relate to each other. With Christian evangelism spreading 
widely across Nigerias urban and rural areas, especially in the southern part 
of the country, writers are depicting the role that sex plays in contemporary 
churches and mosques. 

Like Kiru Taye, whose fiction was discussed above, Obinna Udenwe is a 
writer commissioned by the publisher of Brittlepaper.com to write a ‘Nigerian 
Church Erotica, that will respond to the current trend of Christian evangelism 
in Nigeria. Holy Sex is a seven-part series of different narrators but with the 
one principal character known as Pastor Samuel. Episode 1, published on 18 
May 2015, opens with the statement “Your pastor secretes holy milk. That is 
the story being whispered by everyone in the church - choristers, ushers, and 
the women (n.pag), thus setting the tone that churches in twenty-first century 
Nigeria are the ultimate sites of the erotic. The narrator also points out to us 
how the spiritual, the erotic, aesthetic and the digital intersect. In church, 
Pastor Samuel uses iPads and huge projector screens to deliver sermons and 
the congregation uses mobile devices to record them. The narrator tells us: ‘For 
every trendy woman in town, there are three things in vogue: Blackberry Zio, 
Saving Grace Inc and pinging dresses — in that order: 

The Nigerian church of the twenty-first century is one that is fully embedded 
in digital material culture, one in which sex, class and wealth intersect. At 
the same time, Holy Sex also reprises the centuries-old religious traditions in 
many Nigerian communities that I referenced earlier in this chapter, in which 
the sexual and the spiritual sit side by side. There is a lot of sex taking place in 
Pastor Samuel's church. He is handsome and charismatic. He preys on innocent 
women but at the same time some female members of his congregation who 
are educated and well-off also lust after him. While women are at the centre of 
Udenwe's erotic writing, it is the patriarchal Pastor Samuel who seems to have 
it all - a beautiful wife and beautiful mistresses who are more than happy to 
have sex with him despite the fact that there are rumours that he has fathered 
several children through these liaisons. Feona Attwood suggests that global 
Anglophone writings on digital platforms are unwittingly recycling old sexist 
stereotypes of weak women, but at the same time, Attwood admits that fictional 
female characters (which I am extending to African literature in a digital age, 
including the women in Holy Sex) ‘embody transgressive female sexualities’ (7). 

Attwood’s hypothesis is apt here, not all the female characters in Holy Sex 
are blind to Pastor Samuel’s patriarchal antics. Some use their liaison with 
the pastor as a recreational means to a new sexual adventure and as an escape 
from a busy work and private life. Nigerian women are not always victims of 
patriarchal male figures, they are also willing participants in sexual liaisons 
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and they may even use their sexuality as a means of subverting patriarchy. 
The Nigerian church erotica therefore depicts the complexity of Nigerian 
and African female sexuality. Readers who comment on these stories point 
out that they paint a true picture of some of Nigeria’s evangelical churches. 
Others seeking to live out their own sexual fantasy urge the writer to push 
the sexual boundaries further. Commenting on Episode 4, a reader, Jude (8 
June 2015), says: 


The stories get better and more interesting by the day, I love the author's simple 
ways of capturing the voice of the characters and the depth of the narration. This 
made me wonder about what people could do to achieve that which they desire. 


Commenting on Episode 3, another reader, Victhur (6 June 2015), says: 


Awesome read! I would appreciate the writer pushing it further in subsequent 
editions. Something like the Pastor’s beautiful wife who seduced the young 
handsome pianist or the female worship leader who is having a lesbian affair with 
the Pastor’s wife. So much “Holy Sex’ going on in churches. Bravo. 


The comments by readers underline the tangibility of the digital space as the 
defining cultural medium of this millennium. They also show that the erotic 
is tangible and important because people see themselves as sexual beings and 
they see meanings in erotic fiction. Once again, they make the connection with 
some of the sexual scandals that have become the staple of the Nigerian media 
in recent years. Art and life mirror and affirm each other. What is published as 
cybertext is just as relevant as texts published in book or magazine form. The 
gaining importance of the erotic is also buttressed by the fact that Holy Sex was 
awarded the best short story in the 2015 edition of the Nigerian Writers Awards. 
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Social Media and the Aesthetics of 
the Quotidian 


In Blogging Queer Kenya, Keguro Macharia directs us to the emerging aesthetics 
of ordinariness in the Kenyan digital space. 


In their narratives, younger writers have moved away from the allegorical mode 
privileged by Ngtgi wa Thiongo, Kenya’s best known writer, and are now focused 
on quotidian details, without taking on the burden of representing revolutionary 
peasants, the urban working class, or betrayed freedom fighters. These characters 
are not absent from contemporary fiction; instead, they are no longer the privileged 
subjects of representation. 


Macharias statement is apt: all too often, African narratives come with stereotypes 
of magic realism and the extraordinary, what Wainaina in ‘How To Write About 
Africa describes as ‘naked warriors, loyal servants, diviners and seers, ancient 
wise men living in hermitic splendour’ (n.pag). These stereotypes are best 
represented by the images of Africa so familiar from Hollywood films filled with 
colonial fantasies and from pseudo-documentary newsreels of blood thirsty 
dictators like The Last King of Scotland; by photographic images of the exotic 
continent that have become the staple of the National Geographic magazine; 
by Nollywood films filled with magical powers and Christian miracles. Even 
in the twenty-first century, the images of Africa that many Westerners see in 
Billboards, print and broadcast media are often that of starving children who 
need to be rescued by charitable organisations. Equally problematic, however, 
is the Harlem Renaissance’s romantic depiction of the continent - represented 
in Countee Cullens famous poem ‘Heritage’ - as a Utopia, with exotic culture 
and people. 

The rise of the everyday in African writings speaks to an aesthetic strategy that is 
no longer preoccupied with responding to the aforementioned imaginary about 
Africa, but one that reflects what Evan Mwangi uses as the title of his book - 
Africa writes back to self (2009). I make this argument based on the hypothesis 
that the first generation of contemporary Nigerian and Kenyan writers focuses 
on making a space for African literature in the world’s republic of letters. Equally 
important, writers of that generation also see their responsibilities as fighting the 
‘culture war’ on behalf of Africans who have long been represented as savages 
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in some canonical Western texts. In fulfilling their duty, the older generation of 
writers resort to using various literary strategies in their narratives, such as the 
creation of heroic figures who fought the colonialists, for example in Ngigi and 
Micere Githae Mugo’s The Trial of Dedan Kimathi (1976), and the deployment 
of larger than life figures in asserting African humanity such as the character 
of Okonkwo in Chinua Achebe’s Things Fall Apart (1958). 

Since the turn of the current millennium, a renewed scholarly interest in the 
aesthetic of the quotidian has emerged, in which researchers build on the works 
of modernist thinkers such as Henry Lefebvre and Erving Goffman. While the 
everyday has for a while been the site of analysis in Western literary studies such 
as Siobhan Phillips's The Poetics of the Everyday: Creative Repetition in Modern 
American Verse (2009), and Anne Jamison’s Poetics en Passant: Redefining the 
Relationship Between Victorian and Modern Poetry (2009), the quotidian is a 
relatively-new area of interest in African literary studies. In the twenty-first 
century, the emerging aesthetic seeks to move literature away from the topical 
issues and the big ideas that characterised much of the portrayal in the first 
wave of post-independent writing from Kenya and Nigeria, into making the 
ordinary the basis for understanding African societies. Social media platforms 
are the sites where we can daily see Nigerian and Kenyan writers at work - where 
we get an insight into their world view, and see how they seek to influence 
national discourses - since most writers, poets and politicians from Kenya and 
Nigeria now have a social media presence. While they have not stopped writing 
about powerful protagonists, they are using the quotidian as the foundation 
for capturing African humanity. And as we approach the third decade of the 
twenty-first century, writers are not fixated on trying to disabuse the outside 
world of a Conradian perception of Africa. Instead, a mode of writing that is 
grounded in the ordinary and the everyday is emerging on social media. The 
quotidian disrupts past distortions and simplifications, by placing ordinary 
Africans doing ordinary things at the very core of creative writing. 

For writers, the everyday online experience is as real as the dailiness of the 
physical space. They unabashedly assert their middle-class selves in that space; 
mixing poetry, fiction and their own personal stories together. Their thoughts 
are conveyed to thousands of followers through literature and through personal 
updates on social media. Their readers share their own stories with these writers 
in return. When Wainaina came out as gay in 2014, he did it on social media; 
when he suffered a stroke a year later, he announced it on Facebook. Wainaina 
symbolises the way in which the personal, the everyday and the literary feed on 
each other. The late Wainaina wrote passionately about the quotidian experience 
of being middle-class and the joy and disillusionment of this identity. Often, 
in his writing he bares his soul, putting the personal right in the open before 
his followers. His writing is often fragmented, like a jazz musician jamming 
and improvising. Or perhaps the fragmentation reflects his transnational and 
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nomadic existence: Johannesburg today, Lagos tomorrow and New York two 
days after that. Perhaps it symbolises the disjointed nature of everyday social 
media conversations. Such activities are at the centre of twenty-first-century 
modernity because digital modernity feeds on being continuously present on 
social media, on the amount of likes a post gathers, on tweets and retweets. A key 
determinant ofa one’s cultural value in this digital era is the amount of attention 
ones posts garner among the digital public. Ours is the age of the quotidian, 
because the everyday is the foundation upon which the likes of Facebook and 
Instagram are built and on which they thrive. And in an increasingly networked 
world, as social media is now an everyday tool for many Nigerians and Kenyans, 
it is no surprise that the quotidian has found a home in the creative writings 
being published on social media platforms, because everyday action is being 
consciously and unconsciously reflected in works of literature. 

With over one billion people using social media networks every day, the 
quotidian matters because platforms such as Facebook, Twitter and Instagram 
are sites that archive everyday human experience. For many Africans, the 
mobile phone is an everyday, ubiquitous functional tool that people use to 
access social media as part of everyday engagement with literature and the 
world. Those who partake in these digital conversations that take place every 
second of every day, are doing so as participants in digital modernity. The idea 
of modernity tethers us to newness and progress. In the age of the book, the 
project of colonial modernity created Kenyans and Nigerians who read and 
wrote - modern people. Yoruba language poets of the Ewi genre, for example, 
used the words ‘olaju’ and ‘alakowe’ to describe modernity and those who were 
considered modern because they were educated. Interestingly enough, ‘ọlaju 
directly translates as ‘opening of the eye’ and the word ‘alakowe’ was used to 
describe the Ifa oracle long before the arrival of print culture in West Africa 
(see also Adeleke Adeeko). In the twenty-first century, the notion of digital 
modernity speaks to the view that those who are on social media every day 
are people versed in a new ‘lingua franca, different from what was used in the 
analogue age. They socialise not only through the written words, but also express 
themselves through emoticons, emojis, GIFs, images and instant videos. The 
mobile phone, the written texts, the images and videos that Africans use for 
digital communication all possess aesthetic value. So apart from the text, the 
commonplace also merits critical engagement in terms of material culture and 
its importance to the performance of modernity in the digital age. 

Digital modernity means the ability to be instantly and constantly interactive. 
Millions of Kenyans and Nigerians post their daily routines online; from 
pictures of their children going to school, to asking for cooking recipes. Their 
essential selves are on display on social media: people are not just talking 
about politics, they play, make meaningless banter, flirt, mourn and laugh on 
Facebook and Instagram. This means that modernity in the twenty-first century 
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revolves around digital everydayness. The quotidian has also become a tool of 
self-fashioning, with people posting images of themselves and writing about 
their daily existence. Every day, Nigerian and Kenyan politicians are on social 
media in their attempts to sell themselves as women and men of the people. 
Election campaigns are as competitive on social media platforms as they are in 
the physical space of Kenya and Nigeria. African pop stars are equally active 
on Facebook as the politicians. And ordinary people want to be part of social 
media's everyday experience. Like everybody else, writers and creative artists, 
as well as their readers and followers, are participants in this culture of self- 
fashioning. Creative artists often post notifications as well as videos and photos 
of book launches, readings, art exhibitions, appearances on television and radio 
stations, on social media. Literature on social media sites foregrounds the way 
in which the everyday intersects with arts, class and politics. 


Quotidian Objects 


In the field of philosophy, scholars such as Thomas Leddy theorise on whether or 
not ordinary things have aesthetic attributes. Leddy’s focus is on the materiality 
of the everyday, and how the ordinary can be made extraordinary by acquiring 
an ‘aura. Leddy uses household objects such as furniture and kitchen utensils as 
examples of materials that can be made extraordinary. These materials, Leddy 
suggests, acquire their aesthetic qualities, an ‘aura, because of the sentiment 
attached to them. But Jane Forsey takes a different view of the quotidian object. 
For Forsey, the notion of an aesthetic of the ordinary should not be seen as 
subjective or based on the sentiment a particular person attaches to an object, 
instead there must be a collective agreement that an object is aesthetically 
pleasing, based on the fact that the said object has been appraised by others as 
having certain qualities that make it extraordinary. In calling for an aesthetic 
of the ordinary, Forsey argues that: ‘functional excellence, contextually specific 
knowledge, actual qualities of the thing in question, its quotidian use, and the 
in-principle communicability of our judgements with others, then we have the 
makings of an aesthetic of the ordinary as it is ordinarily experienced’ (244). 

I believe that in the context of Kenyan and Nigerian literature in the digital 
age, both the arguments put forward by Leddy and Forsey are germane: creative 
artists make the commonplace sublime when poetry and fictional narratives are 
foregrounded in everyday objects, sights and sounds, because objects invoke 
sentiments, judgement and attachments which we communicate to others. Here 
I want to return to Koroga, the digital postcard project that marries poetry with 
photography. As discussed previously, Koroga brings together individual artists 
and the community to define African aesthetics and to narrate the complexity 
of Africa in the digital space. Even when addressing ‘bigger themes, such as 
class, politics and sexuality, every bit of Koroga is foregrounded in the quotidian 
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object: a clay pot, electrical wires, coffee mugs, chairs by the seaside. Koroga 
underlines the importance of the commonplace, the ordinary and the everyday 
to our understanding of African creativity and their projects embody the idea 
of ordinary objects acquiring an aura that speaks to their communicability. 

Digital Comfort by Michael Onsando and Marziya Mohammedali is 
an example reflecting the everydayness of digital relationships, in which 
virtual hugs — with the use of GIFs and emoji - have replaced physical hugs. 
Affections are increasingly expressed in noughts and crosses representing 
hugs and kisses rather than in deeds or words.The poem in this Koroga 
project is equally foregrounded by ordinary symbols of communications - a 
pole and the cables it carries. The pole and cables, are of course, symbols of 
analogue and digital communication. The pole and the cables are ordinary 
objects used to historicise modernity: first, the landline telephone, telex and 
the telegram messages were objects of modern communication, replacing 
the town-criers, postal coaches and pigeons as carriers of messages. Now 
in the digital age, cables, especially fibre-optic cables, have become the 
backbone of digital communication. 

The second example, entitled (Re)member, is a poetography by Michael 
Onsando and Jerry Riley. The main image for this project is a tyre. The tyre 
is yet another commonplace object that one encounters every day on the 
continent. What the poem suggests, however, is that what creative artists 
are doing in the digital age reprises the works of the creative artists who 
came before them. Everyday objects remind us that nothing is totally new; 
we are just reinventing the wheel. By using the quotidian as its foundation, 
Koroga follows a long African tradition in which quotidian objects, images 
and sound fire up great works of art. The poems of the Gikuyu people of 
Kenya, the songs and poetry of Fulani-Hausa people and those of the Yoruba 
people of Nigeria are animated by the sounds of birds in the morning, the 
pit-pat of rains on roofs and the colour of the sky. There is no art without 
the ordinary and the commonplace. 


The Quotidian and Transformative 


The Nigerian writer Chuma Nwokolo embodies the intersection of the analogue 
world and the digital. Nwokolo made his name as a novelist in the 1980s during the 
heyday of the popular middlebrow series Macmillan Pacesetter. Over the course 
of four decades, he has published widely and worked with literary networks across 
the continent, and has made appearances in several workshops, book fairs and 
writers retreats in every region of Africa. Nwokolo is also a digital pioneer in the 
context of literature. He is the publisher of Africanwriting.com, one of the very first 
online magazines to specialise in African literature. He has a large following on 
social media and he is a leading member of digital literary networks that include 
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Chimurenga, Krazitivity and Ederi. His YouTube video Sudan.Sudan. was one of 
the first digital poems to gain critical attention on social media. Nwokolo belongs 
to several Nigerian literary listservs and has collaborated in several digital projects 
such as Jalada Africa and South Africas Chimurenga Chronic. 

Nwokolos literary output on social media pages - mainly flash fictions, poems 
and short essays - suggests he has a strong belief in the power of literature to 
change societies. Some of his works in the digital space seek to use literature as 
a tool of everyday reawakening, with the hope of raising people’s consciousness 
with regard to the Nigerian and the African condition. With Nwokolo’s writing 
as the starting point, what I want to do in this section is to examine the robust 
ways in which writers use social media platforms to depict the complexity of 
ordinariness and the everyday. 

Ina flash fiction (fictional work of extreme brevity but offering character and 
plot development) that was published on his Facebook page as a Facebook Note, 
The Inhuman Race, Nwokolos narrator starts with a scene so ordinary that one 
could mistakenly think that the story is an attempt at comedy: 


They surprised her on the anniversary, just when she thought they had forgotten, 
brought a basket of fruits just before midnight when the last of the friends returned 
from his shift at the factory. 


In this story about a working-class protagonist who lost a leg after a terror attack, 
Nwokolo uses commonplace scenes of working-class people peeling oranges 
whilst filling a room with ‘laughter of common people with the uncommon gift of 
coping’ to lead us to the everyday tragedy that surrounds his fictional characters. 
The story only has four paragraphs, but it deftly uses the quotidian to point its 
readers to the tragic and the transcendent that can lurk in the ordinary. As she 
is presented with a prosthetic leg, the protagonist sees beyond her own personal 
scar to the humanity of those who almost killed her. “They are sitting like us right 
now, she wept, ‘building more bombs: Nwokolo deploys the ordinary in this story 
to bring out the idea that the good and the bad are two sides of the same coin. 
Everybody, perhaps, possesses the capability to commit heinous crimes. Some of 
those who carry out evil deeds live among their victims, and like their victims, 
they are often poor and lead a precarious everyday existence. 

The story elicited passionate responses from readers. Despite not naming 
a place, or time, or the ethnic composition of its fictional group of characters, 
Nwokolo’ social media followers are able to use this particular fiction to see the 
everyday tragedy that a section of the Nigerian social classes is going through 
under Boko Haram, whose overwhelming majority of victims are poor. This is 
a comment by a reader: 
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Basil Okafor: “The bitter truth! They are ever so busy upgrading their 
instruments of death and plotting the next attack. 
Inhuman race indeed: 


Okafor’s comment signifies how the everyday constitutes a starting point for 
thinking about life-changing moments, and how these momentous periods 
start and dwell in the domain of the routine. A quotidian aesthetic points us 
to what happens when the abnormal becomes the norm. It sensitises us to the 
long-lasting impacts of small-scale, everyday political developments, and how 
these occurrences constitute the building block of a moment in time. 

In an even shorter fiction of just two paragraphs, called Present Tense, Nwokolo 
uses the quotidian to draw in the readers — inviting them to use their imaginations 
in building the story. The fiction centres around a married middle-class woman 
who is watching the evening news on the television with her husband, while their 
children do their school homework. For a very brief period, she lets her mind 
wander from her domestic bliss to her pre-marital years when she dated a man 
whose name she cannot recall but who ‘had groomed his beard upward until he 
had some wisps of hair between his lips ... She remembered sitting across from 
him, still dressed in her suit from her day in the bank, and thinking with sudden 
conviction that this was too playful a man to father her children’ 

In the and second, and last, paragraph, we are told that the woman has a 
moment of remorse, which only lasts a few seconds; a very fleeting moment, which 
however, Nwokolo’s readers find enthralling. Is it remorse that the character, a 
married woman, is thinking about a former lover, whom she can hardly recollect? 
Or is it remorse that she cannot vividly remember an old love? Or the remorse of 
not being married to him instead of the man she is sitting next to? 

Both the woman’s previous lover and her spouse are members of the 
professional middle class, and they are characters that Nwokolo’s Facebook 
fans easily relate to. The narrative prompts this response from a reader: 


Chima A. Ejiofor: So many possibilities from this short passage. It leaves 
you imagining things. 
This response brings about the following conversation between the writer and 


the reader: 


Chuma Nwokolo: Collaborative fiction: ensnares the reader into the 
imaginative enterprise. 


Chima A. Ejiofor: Literature as a community enterprise, then? 


Chuma Nwokolo: Was always ever so: especially so with call and response 
orature, but even so with literature ... 
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The dialogue between the writer and the reader highlights how writers on 
digital platforms link their craft to the artistic practices of the precolonial 
era, a factor that I return to throughout this book. Nwokolo recognises the 
everydayness of the arts that predates his era, and how the close interaction 
between the digital public and the digital writer resembles that of centuries 
ago. Artistic practices in the African context have always been a community 
enterprise. In this conversation, the everyday becomes the site of collaboration 
between the writer and his readers. Additionally, this particular flash fiction 
and the conversations that come out of it underline the way in which people on 
social media find meanings in ordinary satisfactions — a well-paid job, a good 
husband, children and a happy home. The everydayness of the flash fiction 
alongside Nwokolo’s regular interaction with readers on social media fosters 
an appreciation of common sense that the fictional female character shows 
in Present Tense. For the female protagonist, real happiness lies in domestic 
bliss and the pleasure that she finds in everyday rituals. 


Quotidian Love 


Ella Chikezie is a member of the new generation of writers born in the digital 
era that is very much at home on Facebook, Instagram and Twitter. In addition 
to being an active blogger, Chikezie posts her creative writings across different 
digital sites, sometimes simultaneously, at other times, a piece of work is only 
published on one platform. Chikezie’s works cover every aspect of everyday 
experience, but it is in her love and domestic poems that the quotidian often 
comes alive. In an untitled poem, posted on Instagram on 16 February 2019, 
which is also cross-posted on her blog, Chikezie wants people to discuss their 
experience of quotidian love: 


Our love isn't fairytale 

those type with happily ever after 
It isn't candle light dinners 

and scented love letters 

It isn't moonlight kisses 

and shiny red roses. 

It isn't a stroll in the park 

or pillow fights after dark 


And when it got hard sometimes 
It was you choosing to stay 

It was you choosing to pray 

It was us choosing us everyday 
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Figure 2. Ourlove isn't fairytale by Ella Chikezie. An image-poem posted on Instagram 
by the poet. 
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This particular poem, which she dedicates to her followers, as a Valentine’s 
Day gift, places love at the centre of the everyday experience. For Chikezie, 
there is beauty, ugliness, ecstasy, anguish and truth to be found in quotidian 
love, and these experiences are on display every minute of every day on social 
media. Chikezie uses this poem to invite her readers to post poems that speak 
to the everyday effect - the emotion of having someone constantly standing 
by one’s side. By linking the Instagram version of the poem to the version 
posted on her blog, Ella provides her followers with a more substantial space 
to discuss the symbolism of love in their lives. She places this love poem 
alongside the love poems of the Chilean poet Pablo Neruda and the Nigerian 
poet Chijoke Amu-Nnadi. Not only does she invite an aesthetic comparison 
from her online followers, she also shows that quotidian love resonates across 
space and time. She advises her followers: 


If you want to make your girlfriend, wife, boyfriend, husband, or 
fiancé feel special, sharing a thoughtful reminder of your feelings 
is a great start. Sending love messages isn't cliché but an expres- 
sion of your appreciation towards them. 


Love, as depicted in Ellas poem, should be expressed daily, and it should not 
be shown mainly by material symbols of expensive dinners or red roses. This 
poem, albeit simple, reaches beyond the idealistic poetry of amour courtois 
(courtly love) and some of the narratives that one sees in the Mills & Boons 
novels of old. For Ella, the simple and the commonplace are the essential 
nutrients that love needs in order to grow and for it to be everlasting. The 
quotidian love is therefore rather more grounded, more realistic and even 
more transcendental than the idealistic notions of love. 

Rasaq Malik Gbolahan is another writer born in the digital age, and like 
Chikezie’s, Gbolahan’s poetry covers a wide range of themes. Also like Chikezie, 
his love poems speak to how people look for love in the ordinary. They show 
that love could be found in the routine and in simple quests, and that love 
that emerges from the ordinary can be transcendental. On 8 December 2018, 
Gbolahan posted this ode to love on Facebook, which is a version of his poem 
Your Love published four years earlier on The New Black Magazine website: 


Your love stands like a minaret 
in my heart 

I will climb atop to call 

your name 

me - the muezzin, the bilal 

in the city of poets 
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the bearer of your fragile memory. 


II 

Your love erects like a streetlight 
in my heart tonight 

as I walk down the road 

to where we serenade 
searching for your shadow 
your fragrance 

and your wholeness 

Your love is the door to 
the passage of light tonight 
Give me the key to bask 

in its rays 

Be the stream that flows 
the kiblah 

I will face before 

the earth paints my 

body with dust. 


For the speaker in this poem, everyday love is not only a site of the routine as 
depicted in the last stanza of Chikezie’s poem, it is also spiritually uplifting. 
The dailiness of love and romance is configured in this poem by the poet's 
own existence as a devout Muslim. The aesthetic here is foregrounded in the 
imagery of everydayness; of walking down the street and the spatiality of the 
ordinary as embodied by the street light, the fragrance and a shadow. On his 
Facebook page, Gbolahan often posts pictures of his life as a devout Muslim, 
someone who prays five times a day. In this poem, everyday romantic affect is 
used to mediate between the spiritually mundane and the secular self. Every 
day, when Muslims pray, they face the geographical direction of the Kiblah 
in Mecca, Saudi Arabia. A mosque’s minaret usually stands taller than most 
of the buildings in the community where it is located. Love here is not merely 
deployed as a metaphor but as a symbol for the high esteem in which the 
speaker holds his lover. The love the speaker desires is not one that is meant 
to last for a season, but one that reflects the popular marital vow of ‘till death 
do us part’; love in the rainy and dry season; love when there is no food and 
when there is a lot to go around. The reference to the mosque speaks to rituals 
of the ordinary that is equally transforming. Love does not corrupt, it enriches 
and nurtures the spiritual side of a person. This finite quality of love is based 
on the aesthetics of everyday spiritual belief that has the power to cement a 
loving relationship. 
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In the Yoruba world, the conception of time is underlined by the saying ‘Asiko 
laye or ‘time is a moment: Since the Yoruba world is often foregrounded in 
duality, the philosophical and the practical notion of time are hard to separate. 
What is clear is that in Yoruba culture, time is not linear, hence the saying ‘obiri 
la ye yi which in English loosely translates to ‘time is cyclic: But just because 
the Yoruba people believe in the cyclicity of time does not mean they think it 
is reversible. The saying ‘Igba ni onigba nlo means you celebrate a moment 
and you can relive a moment but at the same time you cannot stop the time. 
Asiko may mean the present time, but it could also constitute a moment in 
time - the past, the present and the future. Asiko as a moment in time is also 
used to refer to an epoch. Within the concept of time, every day constitutes 
the building block of an era, as days turn into weeks, weeks to months and 
months to years. The Yoruba people's idea of time is germane in the digital era. 
On social media sites, dailiness and moments are now a cause for celebration. 
For example, Facebook now has a dedicated page called ‘Memories, where you 
can ‘celebrate’ and reflect on the things you have shared with those you are 
connected to on Facebook. What one would have considered as banal in the 
analogue age - such as images of being on the bus to work, rants about your 
boss, or headlines of a news story that you posted on your wall eight years ago - 
are things to celebrate as Memories on Facebook. Another Facebook feature is 
‘On This Day, which allows you to look back on what you posted on the same 
day last year, or years before. Other features that celebrate the ordinary include 
‘Friendversaries’ (when you first became friends with someone on Facebook) 
and ‘Memories You May Have Missed’ 

The everydayness that social media enables means that poetry can draw on 
the usage of everydayness in Nigerian and Kenyan poetic tradition. Among 
the Yoruba people of Nigeria, the poetic genre of Oriki is an oral poetry 
that taps into the very core of a persons history, as well as the history of 
the extended family and the community. Every Yoruba family has its unique 
Oriki, and historically Oriki is recited everyday among family members as a 
means of greeting, inspiration, encouragement, celebration, and as a means 
of reminding people of their family and society’s history. Oriki is also used to 
chastise, to mock and to reject. Oriki is different from ordinary conversation 
including words of encouragement. It is a text that stirs emotion within the 
subject that it is directed at. Yoruba people use the phrase ‘ori mi wu’ (I 
feel fine’) to describe the peak of the (positive) emotion that poetry stirs 
in a person. Rowland Abiodun argues that understanding the society in 
which an African artist is born and raised is important to comprehending 
the art that she produces. Some of these poetic traditions are being reprised 
on social media by the artistic endeavours of Gbolahan’s generation and 
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some members of the older generation of modern African writers. When 
Wole Soyinka’s birthday was trending on social media, Gbolahan posted this 
Oriki-style poem dedicated to Africa's first Nobel laureate in literature, FOR 
OSHOYIMIKA (WOLE SOYINKA) @ 84: 


MI 

Orogbo, the annual feast 

is a ritual you do not forget 

Obi, the tray is here for this 

year’s sale 

Let this poem turn into a candlelight 
a candlelight that will burn the forest 
of evils 

Let this offering shake the earth 

till Iroko curses its birth 

Let Asabari forget the name of every 
native 

for I will climb the hill and sketch 
my footprints on the eye of the earth 


Soyinka is an extraordinary figure celebrated through this traditional poetry 
form that is used every day in Yoruba societies. Since social media platforms 
by their nature are grounded in everyday conversation, the expectation is that 
poets and writers will elevate the standard of these everyday conversations 
from mere tittle-tattle to an artistic experience of the quotidian - that is to the 
level of what we know as text. Although written in English, Gbolahan grounds 
this poem in a Yoruba milieu, one that is easily recognisable and relatable to 
those conversant with Yoruba tradition and culture. He makes reference to 
Soyinka’s love of hunting and the ritual that accompanies hunting. Gbolahan 
also creates a familiarity with his subject by using Soyinka’s full name - 
Oshoyimika - which is only known to those who are close to Soyinka himself. 
In affirming his and his reader’s fondness of Soyinka, Gbolahan references 
everyday objects and words in the Yoruba world that are also used on special 
occasions - ‘obi’ (‘kolanut’), orogbo, ‘Olokur (‘God of the sea’), ‘Ogur (‘God 
of iron and war’). The poem provides a perfect example of how everyday 
ideas and thoughts based on African languages are framed in a marriage of 
European and African languages in digital and offline spaces. Languages on 
social media have a way of kissing and quarrelling. They kiss when they are 
beautifully woven together and they are aesthetically pleasing to the reader; 
they quarrel when words and images refuse to come together as meaningful 
creative projects. Stewart Brown articulates this relationship in the age of the 
book by using Yoruba and English poetic traditions as case studies. In our 
social media age, the poetic of the everyday in the digital space becomes the 
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site in which the African and the European converge. This is an example of 
digital modernity, one in which cultures and languages coalesce, and one in 
which the written and the audio-visual symbiotically exist. 

African poetics are rooted in their symbiotic relationship with lived experience, 
because across many societies on the continent, there is no binary between art 
and life, and both elements often imitate each other. Therefore, any study of the 
poetics in contemporary Africa should not ignore the role that poetics have long 
played historically across many African societies as essential tools with which 
people and societies make meaning of their history, life and memory. The historic 
role of the poet in society may have been restrained in printed works of poetry, 
simply because of the nature of the book - a materiality that limits the interaction 
between writers and their readers. Social media platforms, with their real-time 
audio-visual and textual capabilities, allow poets to better reprise some of the roles 
that poets have played outside of the printed book in Nigerian societies, in which 
poetry was an everyday tool used across different economic and social strata. For 
example, poetry is recited every morning by traditional poets employed by royal 
households of Nigerias Yoruba and Hausa-Fulani ruling families and Oriki is 
recited everyday among ordinary, everyday families. 

Borrowing from his Yoruba ancestry, Gbolahan is one of the poets who 
carry the art of Oriki poetry to the digital age and, in the process, Oriki thus 
becomes a tool for elevating digital conversations. If Oriki is panegyric because 
it possesses aesthetic qualities that are lacking in an ordinary conversation, 
one can argue that on social media there is an emerging aesthetic standard 
surrounding digital writing, in which readers are separating and elevating the 
poetic from ordinary conversations that tend to dominate the twenty-four-hour 
social media circle. Readers’ responses to Gbolahan’s ode to Soyinka, a legend 
of the craft, underlines this argument: 


Lanase Hussein Kehinde: ‘This is the language deeper than mere usage of 
words. RMG, I wish Moren could see this poem, 
I know he would not hesitate to give you one of his 
granddaughters with cowries of bead waist, succulent 
breasts and a silhouette of love. 


Richard Mbuthia: Rasaq Malik Gbolahan you are a fire that rains ice on 
a burning soul! More power to you. Wole Soyinka is a 
priced gem. 


Waniohi Wa Makokha: Another masterpiece. Well done and long live the sage. 
Ayo Baje: Deeeeeep! Evocative!! Apt!!! 


Going by the names, several of the responses come from readers who are based 
in Kenya and Nigeria, thus not only affirming the popularity of Soyinka as a 
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literary canon, but also showing an appreciation of the poetic form of praise 
poetry, a genre that exists in one form or another in many African societies as 
a tool for contemplating ordinary and monumental periods. What Gbolahan 
does here is to let his poem be the basis for his readers to appreciate both the 
subject (Soyinka) and the creator of this poem (Gbolahan). Social media in this 
instance reprises the communal role that Oriki plays in the analogue world. 

Some of the textual qualities that historically make Oriki an ideal tool to 
articulate the quotidian and the everyday, can also be found in what is being 
published on social media. This is because, as argued in my article with Helen 
Cousins, unlike in the world of book publishing, writers can write on their own 
terms. Since the ordinary in much of book publishing output is not seen as 
authentically African, poems on social media are being used by writers as a means 
to subvert the politics of postcolonial publishing. Their works are not shaped by 
editorial goals, which draw publishing editors, especially those based in the West, 
to works that mirror news reports in Western journalism. Of equal importance 
is the fact that there is a real-time interaction between the poet and her readers 
on social media, as witnessed in the reader response to Gbolahan’s Oriki poem. 

While Gbolahan’s muse in the above poem is a world-famous writer, the 
poet Dami Ajayi takes us back to the theme of celebrating love with a poem 
about his friend Raliat’s wedding. Writing under the nom de plume of Jollypaps 
on Instagram, Ajayi, too, borrows from his Yoruba background, especially its 
musical and poetic tradition in the context of matrimonial unions: 


Wife-in-waiting, 
Camwood adorning her feet 
Her groom with the proverbial blue balls waiting too, 


And that is how affection gains its form like a fetus 

Affection trudges through memory through cornerstones through conduits, 
forgotten and neglected 

Affection finds itself a stool 

in places not foretold 

At Ordinary General Meetings 

Love finds itself and that is enough 

That is enough. 


If, as argued by Oyeniyi Okunoye, the Yoruba poetic tradition lends itself to 
‘constant self-renewal’ (46), it is because poetry has the remarkable ability to 
document everyday life as well as to commemorate special occasions. Those 
who speak and understand the Yoruba language and culture, and appreciate its 
importance, find meanings in its rich oral poetic tradition. They adapt oral texts 
to new cultural and technological developments. In the process, poetry becomes 
the engine that fuels and powers modernity. The digital is the next stage of 
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Figure 3 Bride wearing Aso-Oke Gele for her wedding. An image-poem by Dami Ajayi 
aka #Jollypaps, posted on Instagram. 
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modernity, and what Ajayi has done with this poem is to use social media as 
the medium for the poetic translation of Yoruba poetic code into English, much 
like a digital transcompiler that takes the source code of a computer program (its 
engine) and translates it into a different programing language. In order to fully 
appreciate what Ajayi has done here, one must be fully immersed in both Yoruba 
poetic tradition as well as its popular culture tradition. When the speaker tells us 
that Raliat wears ‘Camwood' on her feet, the speaker is referencing a famous line 
from a Yoruba poetic tradition of Ekun-Iyawo or the ‘Song/Lament of the Bride’ 
and the tradition of decorating the feet of the bride with Osun or camwood. The 
part about the groom with the blue balls is a modern Yoruba phrase, ‘Oko Iyawo 
elepon blue, which is often used by musicians to poke fun at the groom. Of great 
significance is the subject herself: Raliat is a Muslim name and she is dressed in 
a Yoruba Aso-Oke Gele head tie - an attire worn during special occasions like 
weddings. The notion of modernity among the Yoruba people is one based on 
Yoruba people's view of the world as embedded in duality. The past and the present 
are delineated, as are good and evil. Modernity is also predicated on this duality of 
the foreign and the local, the modern and the traditional. Everyday performance, 
be it on social media or in the real-life space of Ibadan or Abeokuta, is based on 
this world view. The Raliat who wears the traditional clothes is as at home on 
Instagram as she is in the mosque where her wedding takes place, and where 
the Yoruba language will mix with a sprinkle of Arabic and English words. The 
poem by Ajayi, which celebrates Raliat’s journey from spinsterhood to marital life, 
emanates from Yoruba thoughts, and these Yoruba concepts according to Niyi 
Osundare ‘exist in relation to the world, achieving in many areas an ignorable 
degree of uniqueness’ (18). The occasion that warrants the Instagram poem and 
the accompanying photograph underline how the everyday and the spectacular 
are intertwined. Poetry in the digital age is therefore an exercise in everyday 
intertextuality, one in which the past and the present collapse. 


The Quotidian, Power Relations and the Other 


Although separated by physical geographical boundaries of space, readers want 
poems that reflect the day-to-day experience of their social status. Karin Barber 
in A History of African Popular Culture theorises the quotidian in Africa as 
dwelling in the realm of the popular, one in which ordinary folks with little or 
no political clout negotiate their existence. But the quotidian is more than that; 
since class, gender, race, ethnicity, and sexuality intricately intersect, poetry, like 
other artistic endeavours, reflects the quotidian of being poor and being female 
just as it does being gay and rich. As the Indian sociologist Prasanta Ray aptly 
points out: “Every day is an everyday for everybody’ (1). 

Wambui Kamiru (now Collymore) and Joe Kiragu’s postcard 
#CroissantRevolution, is a direct criticism of armchair political activism 
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by some middle- and upper-class Kenyans and Africans - people who only 
express concern about politics in internet cafés, while the less privileged bear 
the brunt of the ineffectiveness of the politics of the postcolonial nation. With 
its glistering coffee cup resting on a saucer in the bright light of a swanky art 
café and bakery #CroissantRevolution poses a stark contrast to Joe Kiragu and 
Michael Onsandos postcard The Labourer. 

Both projects speak to the class privilege and the conditions of the social 
classes in contemporary Kenya and Africa. For the middle-class African, the 
coffee shop, porcelain cup and saucer are objects of everyday socialisation. To 
those who are less privileged, these objects reflect their financial impotence. 
Ugali is detested by the middle class, while it is a staple food for the poor, who 
have to fight to get even this hot meal. Instead, the middle-class army stirring 
the #CroissantRevolution roots their everyday experience in a European and 
North American diet, symbolised by the staple of coffee and toast. Not for the 
labourer to enjoy the leisure of sipping foaming coffee from a clean cup. He 
works in a dirty environment; he asks for ‘Dakika Moja’ (one minute) of rest 
for himself, for his dirty hands and overalls. The cafe is reminiscent of coffee 
chain franchises that are becoming a trend in cities and towns across the African 
continent - a capitalist idea that came from the West. Everyday diet and hygiene 
practices can be linked to class and power: the poor man eats ugali, wholesome 
African food, albeit with dirty fingers, while the middle class washes their hands 
clean of the poor and feed on unhealthy toast and caffeine from pristine cups 
and plates. The labourer accepts the inevitability that he must suffer aches and 
pains in his day but he offers some form of resistance by demanding at least 
a minute of rest from his daily grind. For the middle-class person, however, a 
minute of rest is not a luxury but a given, less than it takes to indulge in a cup 
of coffee. #CroissantRevolution and The Labourer and their everyday realities of 
two different social groups signpost us to how quotidian practices can reflect 
domination and exploitation. 

Ray uses the term ‘everyday lifeworlds’ to describe the many experiences 
constituted in the quotidian of life. He argues that everyday lifeworlds are 
‘spaces for interrogation, contestations and transgressions, as well as for 
unthinking conformity and painful succumbing to ruling ideas of one’s time’ 
(4). Taking a cue from Ray, the everyday can also be seen as the starting point 
for understanding marginalised people's relationship with political and cultural 
power. How for example, does a gay person handle the everyday challenges 
of politicians that tell them that homosexuality is un-African? How does one 
deal with everyday homophobia that is not limited to physical abuse but also 
verbal abuses and the look you get when people can sense your difference with 
respect to your sexuality? 

The poetry of Romeo Oriogun provides some answers to these questions. 
In Gay Boy Blues & Other Poems, posted as a link on Facebook on 29 April 
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2017, we hear the daily experience of fear, suicidal thoughts, sexual longing 
and love: 


Most times, 

the pills are multi-coloured 

like rainbows after a storm, 

It bends me into a dog 

licking a hand in the spirit of forgiveness. 
This is how I beg my body 

for using it like a slave, 

for opening it to lonely nights in a brothel, 
for making it jump across songs, 

for giving it out like a cheap gift, 


Look at me, Pm shameless like 
the wounds of Christ. 


In this poem, as in much of his poetry, Oriogun uses everyday queer experience 
in Nigeria to make his social media followers understand the experience of 
being deemed abnormal. The speaker in this poem uses everyday imagery to 
show how hatred can drive queer Nigerians to the extreme. The queer person 
is not only the sexual Other; she exists in the realm of the marginalised - the 
sex worker, the marijuana smoker and others that the society deems unworthy. 
But away from the violence and the condemnation of queerness that permeate 
the offline world, social media allows for the full everydayness of being queer. 
Facebook and Instagram - platforms on which Oriogun is very active - are not 
tools of escapism or the epitome of the ‘unreal’ They elucidate queer experience; 
real experience as well as longed for experience. His poem’s account of being 
queer and living on the margin problematises what we tend to think as real 
and fictional. Poetry, especially on social media sites, is the perfect vehicle to 
convey affects. The experience of being suicidal is real, because the speaker faces 
homophobia almost every day, and he uses the social media to document and 
archive his experience. 

The symbolism of Christ and the unicorn underlines the quotidian 
tensions between the spiritual and the mythical; between geo-histories and 
the contemporary. By referencing ‘Christ’ and a ‘unicorn, Oriogun points us to 
the way in which queer Africans surmount everyday challenges. The unicorn 
is an alien in sub-Saharan Africa, as there is no society that I know of that 
has the myth of the unicorn, the way it exists in Oriental and Occidental 
mythologies. Oriogun’s use of the unicorn can be read as the universality of 
digital culture, where people can easily borrow ideas and beliefs to suit their 
everyday requirements. In the digital age, the trope of the unicorn has been 
used to describe many things; a unicorn is an internet startup that is valued at 
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over one billion US dollars; a unicorn is also an online picture of an attractive 
person that is available for dating, but the person can never be found in the real 
world. In the world of digital marketing, a unicorn is a young public relations 
genius who uses the internet to successfully market brands and is able to edit 
photographs and videos. The latter description aptly applies to Oriogun and 
his contemporaries. Oriogun’s poetry on Instagram and Facebook captures the 
way in which social media allows for a true projection of the queer self in a 
way that may have been impossible in the non-digital space. The digital is real, 
because it is the site in which the day-to-day experience of queer African life 
can be showcased through videos and photographs, which can be easily edited 
to convey a message as intended by the poet. When compared to the freedom 
which digital technologies open up, it is perhaps the analogue suppressing queer 
life, represented by the physical space, that is less ‘real 


The Quotidian and Self-Fashioning 


Although written in the analogue age, Erving Goffman’s observation on how 
people consciously and unconsciously present themselves in social life to and 
within a group has some resonance in the digital age: 


Sometimes the individual will be calculating in his activity but be relatively unaware 
that this is the case. Sometimes he will intentionally and consciously express himself 
in a particular way, but chiefly because the tradition of his group or social status 
require this kind of expression and not because of any particular response (other 
than vague acceptance or approval) that is likely to be evoked from those impressed 
by the expression. (3) 


Goffman envisions social life as a theatre, one in which we perform to others, 
and those we perform for are also performers, and these two entities constitute 
the public or the audience. Self-presentation on social media platforms can be 
seen as a performance and social media as the stage. The selfies and pictures 
documenting everyday life are at the nucleus of the digital cultural landscape; 
we often perform to the digital public by projecting an image that will strike 
a chord with the public. Nowadays, many Africans are accustomed to putting 
their entire lives online, and in the process they collect ‘likes’ and some screen 
approvals. What we present on social media is how we conceive of ourselves, 
the way we wish we were, which may be different from the way we live in 
the offline space. It can also be an extension of our offline self, or one which 
complements our offline self. On Instagram and Facebook, poetry is one of the 
means of self-fashioning for writers such as Romeo Oriogun. He frequently 
takes selfies of himself in ordinary places: in restaurants, at the fitness studio 
or going for a run. Oriogun is a digital native and in the age group that media 
professionals refer to as Generation Z. He shows us the way in which the 
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quotidian in the digital space constitutes a starting point to imagine the life 
of Africans, including those who are not one hundred percent heterosexual, 
and who do not easily fit into a gender category. In pictures, videos and in 
literature he utilises aspects of life such as playing, working, eating, going to a 
gym, making love, drinking and every other aspect of dailiness - that we may 
think of as banal - to constitute a basis for understanding and for investigating. 
This is because when what we may consider as routine makes its way into 
the quotidian, poetry becomes an archive that normalises. It undermines 
the mechanism used to suppress desire while also directing us towards the 
day-to-day challenges facing those who are maligned for expressing their 
desire. While the everyday - due to its ritualistic and routine nature — is the 
natural space to normalise queer desire so that the prevailing view on social 
relations and human sexuality becomes less queerphobic, for the poetics of 
the quotidian as exemplified in Oriogun’s writings, social media platforms 
are sites that enable self-affirmation for the queer Nigerian. 

The quotidian for Oriogun is foregrounded in the creative writing and the 
self-portraits (selfies) that he posts every day. Poetry and selfies define his daily 
existence as a writer in the digital age, and his followers on social media cannot 
but see the two genres of the arts as essential to the image of a writer in a 
digital age. In the past, privacy was deemed sacrosanct in the writing trade. 
The luminaries of modern African literature such as Wole Soyinka, Nadine 
Gordimer and Ngiigi wa Thiongo guard their personal space and readers only 
have access to them in public spaces such as book readings, conferences and 
literary festivals. No one knows who their children are or what they eat for 
dinner. But such a notion of the personal space as separated from the ‘writerly’ 
space is no longer the norm. The everydayness of social media and writers’ 
intentions to display the daily tasks of their creative work alongside that of 
their private life means more openness with regard to the creative process. It 
demystifies literature without demystifying the figure of the writer. And just 
because the writer's private life is nowadays more on display than ever before, 
does not mean that readers no longer have respect for the creative craft or 
the writer. The opposite seems to be the case if one considers the hundreds 
of thousands of people that follow writers like Adichie, Shire, Oriogun and 
Wainaina on social media sites. People are as interested in these writers’ personal 
life as they are in their literature. From an anecdotal survey on the number of 
followers some of today’s writers attract on social media and the various offline 
platforms in which people are accessing African literature due to the visibility 
created by social media sites, it appears that this everyday openness brings 
African literature to more people than during the pre-internet era, in fact, to 
more people than ever before. 

If social media platforms are sites where digital modernity is performed, it 
is because people learn new things from it every day. A Pew Research Centre's 
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study by Elisa Shearer suggests that in America, social media surpasses 
print media as a news source. According to the studies Nyabola used in her 
important book Digital Democracy, Analogue Politics: How the Internet Era 
is Transforming Politics in Kenya (2018), Nigerians and Kenyans, like their 
American counterparts, view social media as a believable news source. If, as I 
have argued previously, arts and life often imitate each other on social media, 
one can contend that the everyday on social media sites, as exemplified in the 
quoted Facebook fictions and in the social media activism of the new generation 
of writers, also constitutes the site of enlightenment and of education for many 
Kenyans and Nigerians. To these African writers and other creative artists 
on social media platforms, the embedding of everyday objects in literature 
and photography, becomes an important means to foster empowerment and 
knowledge. They use the quotidian to teach the digital public the importance 
of acknowledging the commonplace and, at the same time, accepting the 
extraordinary. Both elements are surprisingly intertwined. Every day on social 
media constitutes a teachable moment and provides a new chance to become 
aware of the things that we take for granted and the ideas that we dismiss as 
the Other, which are someone else's everyday reality. Without the ordinary, the 
commonplace, the quotidian, there is no insight, and there is no art. 
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In exploring African literature and allied creative works in cyberspace, we get 
to see the power structures in literature, within both local and global contexts. 
The discussion on literary networks provides a useful starting point in thinking 
about the dynamics of power: how it is conceived, how it is used and how it is 
structured. As scholars like Nyabola and Jagoda remind us: networks are not 
just useful metaphors for understanding global structures nor are they merely 
technological infrastructures that drive the information age, the world also 
operates as a series of interconnected, diverse communities of people. Some, of 
course, have more visibility than others. Within network thinking, the analysis 
of literary developments and the application of data from history and current 
affairs can be used to study what sociability in the context of African literature 
tells us about marginalisation and power. We can see the people who exerted 
influence in one way or another on African societies through their engagements 
with literature in particular, and the arts in general. 

In African Literature in the Digital Age, we see the way in which some 
emerging and established voices are using literature that is published online 
to affirm their identity and literary heritage, by reprising the role of orature 
in the precolonial era through the use of new media technology. Unlike in 
the precolonial era, texts can now be stored and transmitted through different 
digital mediums. And texts are not merely spoken and written words, but they 
encompass audio-visual elements and are more immediate and interactive. 
With millions of Africans online on computers and with several millions more 
on mobile phones, we see how African literature in cyberspace is capitalising 
on this embrace of digital technologies. The literature that is coming out of 
the digital space suggests that many writers want a closer interaction between 
writers and readers of literature in a way that would have been impossible in 
the book age. Through literature, African cyberspace has become a site where 
all kinds of discussion and interaction between readers and writers can take 
place. Poetry and fiction in the online space become gathering points for the 
digital community to discuss shared history and contemporary experience. 
But unlike the community of old, the emerging community is virtual; writers, 
photographers, new media technologists and readers all gather on the internet 
‘cloud’ through various digital mediums and these individuals are based in 
different locations across the globe. People can log onto cyberspace at different 
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times to access and contribute to the same texts, and texts are susceptible to 
changes (small or large scale) and so these gatherings complicate ideas of 
‘space/place’ (here) as well as ‘space/exploration (out there). African literature 
in cyberspace is, at times, a collaborative project between writers, technologists, 
editors and readers. And this collaborative model of aesthetic production 
grounded in technological innovation and disseminated virtually engages 
ongoing transformations in practices and definitions of Africanness. I analysed 
this collaboration as impacting on the nature of the African text. 

While the Pan-Africanist W.E.B. Du Bois famously said that ‘the problem of 
the Twentieth Century is the problem of the colour line; W.J.T. Mitchell argued 
that ‘the problem of the twenty-first century is the problem of the image’ (2). 
Several African writers and artists see Africa at the core of the image discourse. 
In Chapter Three, we hear Chimamanda Ngozi Adichie warning against the 
‘danger of the single story’ when it comes to Africa. She uses the example of a 
real person - an Ivy-League professor who refuses to believe some of her middle 
class fictional characters — as an embodiment of the way in which many outside 
of Africa see the continent as a place where everybody is poor and how literature 
should perpetuate this stereotype. Wainaina’s famous online essay for Granta, 
How to Write About Africa, likewise attacks this stereotypical image of Africa: 
“Taboo subjects: ordinary domestic scenes, love between Africans (unless a 
death is involved), references to African writers or intellectuals, mention of 
school-going children who are not suffering from yaws or Ebola fever or female 
genital mutilation’ 

For several of these writers, the single story about Africa is a legacy of a 
Conradian world view about a ‘dark continent’ that is filled with abject poverty 
and want, and while the internet has provided an opportunity to spread the 
many facets of Africa in the twenty-first century beyond the familiar stereotypes, 
the image of Africa (in these writers’ view) is nonetheless similar to many verbal 
and photographic descriptions provided by earlier novelists, journalists and 
anthropologists. As Macharia and Mwangi argue: 


The image of Africa seems locked in time, occupying what Johannes Fabian terms 
‘all chronic’ time. Fabian’s Time and the Other: How Anthropology Makes Its Object 
(2002) is a critique of the ideas that anthropologists are ‘here and now, their objects 
of study are ‘there and then; and that the ‘other’ exists in a time not contemporary 
with that of the West. (12) 


This observation is important; on Facebook, Twitter, blog posts, listservs and 
in internet chat-rooms, writers regularly use fiction and real-life experiences to 
disabuse African literature’s preoccupation with replying back to many of the 
negative stereotypes of Africa and Africans that they have encountered in literature 
and in the media. Social networking platforms open the possibility to address an 
African digital public, and to provide evidence of Africas multi-faceted stories 
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as a counter to the single story. I have pointed out that online short stories and 
poetry as well as writers’ social network status updates are part of these cultural 
mechanisms, in which the conversation — foregrounded on creative writings — is 
mainly between Africans, although non-Africans can join in. 

While it focuses on the freedom that the digital space provides African 
writers, African Literature in the Digital Age also recognises that the online 
African space is being produced by the global flux of capitalism, in which the 
unconnected are in danger of being overlooked and misrepresented. Some 
members of a new generation are preoccupied with using literature to present 
the African middle classes to the outside world, which is often too willing to 
believe what Adichie sees as ‘the single story’ about Africa. This book, therefore, 
sees an important need to examine African digital literature's obsession with 
telling the middle-class African story, because some of the fictional narratives 
can be read as pathologising people who are not educated and who in the 
process are not part of Africa’s cyber-community. We can infer that some of 
the online short stories that I have examined suggest that some writers are 
failing to recognise their own investment in a ‘single story’ of a middle class 
which, in looking to a Western model, distances itself from poorer people within 
the same country and continent. In the process, African literature online may 
be in danger of essentialising the African stories; the stories of middle-class 
Africans are given more visibility while those of less privileged Africans follow 
the familiar single-story trope. 

The intersectional link between class and sexuality is foregrounded by body 
politics. Writers and artists alike have continuously used literature and the 
creative arts to inscribe society's point of view and their own personal agenda on 
the African body. African Literature in the Digital Age directs readers to the way 
in which marginalised bodies - notably queer Africans and African women - 
have been inscribed upon by writers, by society and by both the print and 
new media machine. The human body in literature can arguably be read as a 
machine and the machine can also be read as performing the role of the human 
body. As Giles Deleuze and Felix Guattari have pointed out, bodies humanise 
the machine and the machine in turn incorporates humanity. With regard to 
techno-bodies, a rough historical map highlights how African literature has 
responded to the politics surrounding non-straight bodies and to women who 
do not conform to society’s sexual expectations. 

From the short stories, poems, photographs and essays that are being posted 
in cyberspace, we can conclude that some of the emerging voices are using 
literature in the online space as a way of taking a somewhat provocative stance 
on taboo subjects, especially with regard to issues like queerness and female 
sexuality. Reasons for this audacious and welcome development include the 
fact that some of these writers see the online writing space as representing 
‘critical and tonal shifts’ that allow them to ‘intervene into the politics and 
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poetics of what Lauren Berlant terms “stuckness” to posit new and alternative 
social imaginaries, rich spaces and resources ... to inhabit and re-think our 
collective social and political lives and practices’ (see Keguro Macharia and 
Wambui Mwangi). In addition, African literature in cyberspace has the potential 
to bypass the state and the religious authorities. On cultural issues such as 
gender and sexuality, clerics and political leaders wield powerful influence over 
many Nigerians and Kenyans in the physical space, who, as a result, rarely 
oppose the discourses expressed by those in position of authority. But literature 
in the digital space, and the discussions that come about through online writing, 
provide a counter to conservative and distorted views on African sexuality 
and history. It provides a voice for repressed identities in all their simple and 
complicated forms. This is because social media and weblogs are becoming 
‘real’ spaces to discuss matters deemed too provocative, too dissident and too 
immoral to broach in ordinary and real public spaces. 

While the older generations of writers may not have outrightly vocalised 
their support for the recognition of these bodies or fought for gay rights on 
the continent, their creative writings have aptly captured the story of these 
marginalised bodies. An analysis of texts published in print and in cyberspace 
can provide us with the starting point that non-straight Africans are arguably 
central to our understanding of African politics, because as a response to that 
politics, literature has to continuously look at shifting sexual meanings and erotic 
choices. What has changed in a new media age compared to the printed texts is 
the growing outspoken support for gay rights, within and outside of literature, by 
some emerging voices. These writers, while not ignoring the international queer 
connectedness in cyberspace, are embracing the local uniqueness of same-sex 
desire in their creative writings and their social media presences. The digital is 
helping to enable the outing of a submerged African personhood. This is because 
writers debunk some of the myths surrounding the queer African’s body. They 
also problematise African sexual history in so many ways; so much so that the 
queer person may after all not be a by-product of colonialism and neocolonialism, 
but authentically African, with a strong connection to the continent's unfolding 
history. However, Africa is a complex continent and the internet reflects that 
complexity by allowing a polyphony of literary voices to speak. Writers and 
readers do not necessarily look at intimacy from the same angle. It is too easy to 
romanticise every young African writer and reader, posting on Facebook Notes 
and ‘musing’ on African sexuality in the digital space, as a dreamy-eyed radical 
when it comes to the issues of sexuality and gender. The reality is that the internet 
can also be a tool for contemporary conservatism. 

Furthermore, the emerging creative writings unearth previously unseen 
patterns of sexual violence. This point cannot be overstressed: while the near 
ubiquity of mobile phones and internet cafés in Nigeria and Kenya means that 
acquiring and publishing online information has never been easier, increased 
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access to consuming and producing digital information raises new challenges 
for those fictional characters who use the internet for sexual experimentation. 
Shailja Patel’s online drama Last Word: Caught in the Act, and the short stories 
of Crispin Oduobuk-Mfon Abasi and Eusebius McKaiser, illustrate the danger 
that the internet poses for gays and lesbians in Africa, especially when they use 
the internet to partake in cyber-activities. Such creative writings can be read as 
‘coming out’ fictional narratives made possible by the digital space. They also 
represent the dangers facing queers within the online and offline space and the 
fictional digital characters can be read as mirroring the real-life experiences of 
Africans. However, these stories also reveal that there is an under-representation 
of poor and working-class queer characters in much of the literature that is 
being published online. Gay and lesbian characters are very often portrayed 
as well-to-do urbanites with disposable income and who are able to move 
seamlessly between African and non-African spaces. The lifestyle of most of 
these fictional characters is not too different from that of transnational middle- 
class and highly educated writers of the new media age. 

New digital fiction and poetry indicate that literary studies need to 
pay attention to the ways in which some Africans are using the internet to 
mobilise and give voices to gays, lesbians and female sex workers, people that 
contemporary history has ignored. For example, while some members of the 
older generation of writers see prostitution as a problem created by colonial 
modernity, some new voices are using literature to reflect on the complexities of 
the libidinal. Several of these online creative writings suggest that prostitution 
objectifies African women, but acknowledge that, due to the need to survive in 
a capitalist postcolonial Africa, many young women see sex work as the quickest 
way to escape poverty and to gain a foothold in a male-dominated African 
society. Hence, the libidinal economy that demeans women also, ironically, 
becomes a tool towards financial security and of empowerment. Writings such 
as Chika Unigwe'’s show how African literature in the digital age can represent 
the true nature of the sex market and how some writers are becoming advocates 
for marginalised sex workers. In the process, online African literature becomes 
a potential agent for changing current attitude to sex work and sex workers. 

At the same time, online creative writings also emphasise that African 
women have a sexual culture that is not reliant on prostitution and show us 
that African women’s sexual history is not one of subjugation; women of all 
backgrounds enjoy sex for sex’s sake and the modern girl some writers love 
to despise is no different from sexually confident women of the precolonial 
era. New erotic and sexually explicit digital literature claims African women’s 
realities to be as economically productive and libidinally active as men. 

By ending with an analysis of the quotidian in the context of literature that is 
produced and commented upon on social media, this book draws the reader's 
attention to the near total neglect of the ordinary and the commonplace by 
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Africanists. The quotidian is often the foundation for much of Africa's artistic 
endeavours. Everyday objects are the tools with which writers produce fictional 
narratives and poems: Ujunwa going to the airport in Adichie’s Jumping Monkey 
Hill, the speaker in Kamiru’s poem Nightdresses applying a lipstick and wearing 
false nails — these are all routine acts that carry poignant messages. Poems and 
songs are carved out of everyday emotions such as crying, eating and praying. 
Many of the television and cinematic productions in Kenya and Nigeria speak to 
the everyday lived experience of Africans. Therefore, the quotidian deserves the 
same level of seriousness that we attach to the phenomenal, not only because it 
is the stuff of the popular but also because we cannot fully comprehend African 
humanity without it. How do we articulate why people laugh, cry, love and work? 
These are not mere human instincts and basic needs; people put a lot of thought 
into planning their daily routine. Monumental events in people's life are brought 
about by everyday actions and thoughts. Social media platforms provide the 
ideal platform to observe everyday knowledge production. Writers use the digital 
space to produce literature that comments on socio-political developments. 
Readers, in turn, build meanings out of these everyday engagements. When 
Pius Adesanmi died in March 2019, and Binyavanga Wainaina passed away 
three months later in June, thousands of their followers mourned their deaths 
on social media and in offline locations. Both men used the digital space to help 
young Africans understand the implications of everyday socio-cultural and 
socio-political developments. In their postings, they used everyday language 
in addition to African proverbs and literature to engage the digital African 
public. In the process, they created a strong bond between themselves and 
their followers. Like many writers of their generation, they moved intellectual 
labour from the lofty heights of the ivory tower and newspapers, to the easily 
accessible, everyday platforms of Facebook, YouTube and Twitter. 

The differences in attitude across generations, the tensions and perhaps 
disjunctions that Africa Literature in the Digital Age has discussed, speak to 
the complexity of Africa, to the continents many stories and the different 
ways in which each individual writer and reader conceptualises their society. 
They heed Adichie’s warning against the danger of the single African story. 
The Adichie who privileges middle-class characters in her creative writing is 
also the woman who speaks and writes about the marginalisation that women 
and the poor experience worldwide. Although I have signposted the readers 
of this book to the middle-class consciousness of creative writers and their 
crafts, I have also shown that being middle class has not made them less 
relevant because they are aware of their class privileges. Many of them are 
also champions of sexual and gender rights and their stories show that it is not 
un-African to talk about the pleasure of sex and that class consciousness is in 
not un-African. What African Literature in the Digital Age has tried to do is 
to unpack the complexity of the African story, to highlight the many African 
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stories and show how online literature is the (cyber)space where technology, 
class and sexuality intersect. What African literature in the digital age is able 
to do is to bring these different discourses out into the open and to provide 
those who are genuinely interested in Africa, its past and present, with new 
threads to engage and understand the continent. 
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